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摘要 
 
 
      娥蘇拉‧勒瑰恩《地海六部曲》的創作橫跨三十多年，而每一部新的地海
作品總是不斷改寫前一部作品中既有的架構，其中對龍的描寫更是不斷顛覆西方
古典敘事中龍的原型，使龍有愈趨人性化的傾向。在不斷對龍去妖魔化與動物化
的過程中，勒瑰恩也跳脫了傳統西方英雄敘事中以人征服自然為主軸的架構，並
加入了女性主體的覺醒，從而與德希達的動物論述與東方老子哲學的柔弱思想，
能夠相互呼應。地海之龍的形象與塑造，因而可作為進一步探究人、動物、自然
三者交互關係的論述對象。另外，勒瑰恩藉著地海之龍的演變，也透露出她對 「改
變」一詞所持的看法，與之在地海作品中不斷提到的「平衡」觀，產生持續的相
互辯證關係。故本論文希冀從觀察地海之龍的改變與發展，除了討論地海世界不
斷產生的自我解構外，也在東西方對人性與動物性的探究上，提供一種融合的詮
釋之道。 
 
關鍵詞： 《地海六部曲》 ，龍，動物，凱密拉 (Chimera)，巫術，德希達，道家思
想，平衡，改變。 
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Abstract 
 
          Ursula K. Le Guin has spanned over three decades to create her classic fantasy 
The Earthsea Cycle, and in each new Earthsea book, she keeps rewriting the structure 
she designates for the previous one. Among all  the changes, her depiction  for the 
Earthsea  dragons  especially  subverts  the  draconian  archetype  in  the  Western 
conventional narratives, enabling her dragons to be humanized step by step. In the 
process  of  de-demonizing  and  de-animalizing  the  Earthsea  dragons,  Le  Guin  also 
escapes the confines set by the traditional Western heroism, which often acclaims the 
human conquering over Nature. The Earthsea dragons, characteristic of the awakening 
feminism, correspond to Jacques Derrida’s animal discourse and the Daoist thinking 
of softness and  femininity. In this way, the Earthsea dragons serve as the integral 
figure  to  structure  the  triangle  relation  between  humans,  animals  and  Nature.  By 
presenting the gradual development of the Earthsea dragons, through their different 
stages, Le Guin also reveals her viewpoint about the term “Change,” which mirrors 
the ubiquitous concept “Equilibrium” in Earthsea and also helps to explain why she 
keeps deconstructing the old order of Earthsea. Therefore, the thesis aims to observe 
the  change  and  development  of  the  dragons,  in  an  attempt  to  discuss  the 
self-deconstruction of Earthsea and also provides a new perspective to delve into the 
issue of animality and humanity in a context that brings Eastern and Western cultures 
together. 
 
Key words: The Earthsea Cycle, dragons, animals, Chimera, wizardry, Derrida, 
Daoism, Equilibrium, Change xiii 
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 Introduction 
                                                                        Things  from  here  on  will  be  just  as 
fictional, though more factual, although 
equally true. 
                                                                              －Ursula  K.  Le  Guin,  Always  Coming 
Home (qtd. in Cadden 114) 
I.   
As a prolific writer, Ursula K. Le Guin is famous for creating alternative worlds. 
She has done so in many of her celebrated novels across varied genres, all of which 
intersect compelling themes about the race, gender, and the environment, among many 
others.  The  Earthsea  Cycle,  stories  about  a  realm  of  the  fictional  archipelagoes,  is 
regarded as one of the classic fantasy series along with other fantasy masterpieces. Her 
Earthsea  comes  with  maps  and  descriptions  that  invite  the  reader  to  enter  this 
beautifully-imagined world. However, to take The Earthsea Cycle as a mere fantasy 
work  would  undercut  important  issues  in  Le  Guin’s  writing.  Her  critique  of 
anthropocentricism,  fostered  by  Christianity,  directly  challenges  lots  of  viewpoints 
taken  for  granted  for  quite  a  long  time.  Nevertheless,  for  a  considerable  time  the 
publishing market has only targeted young adult readers appropriate for her works. 
Such a categorical label somehow constrains the academic discussions on her books, 
especially  when  scholars  don’t  usually  bother  to  think  seriously  about  children’s 
literature and adolescent novels. Although, conveniently, many critics have adopted the 
handy classification, it is not the only position I would take to discuss The Earthsea 
Cycle. Instead, I would focus more on the ethical and philosophical dimensions, and 
emphasize especially on the cross-species problematics of dragons and humans. 
                  The Earthsea Cycle is usually divided into two trilogies, mainly because of the   Ou  2 
time gap between the publication of the first three books and that of the latter three,
1  and 
it’s also partly because Le Guin shows the obvious shifts in the creative process of the two 
trilogies.  To  begin  with,  the  first  trilogy  recounts  the  coming  of  age  of  three  major 
characters (Ged, Tenar and Arren) respectively.
2  In addition to human beings, the mystical 
dragon kinds reside at the far west reach of the archipelago, and they rarely encounter with 
people  except  for  seeking  food or treasures.  Yevaud,  the  dragon  that  first  shows  up  in   
Wizard demonstrates the typical image of dragons, as J. R. R. Tolkien puts it, dragons, like 
Beowulf’s  dragon,  are  “a  personification  of  malice,  greed,  destruction  (the  evil  side  of 
heroic life), and of the undiscriminating cruelty of fortune that distinguishes not good or bad 
(the evil aspect of all life)” (17). Only the Language of the Making
3  links the wizards and 
dragon kinds, for both use the ancient language to share the natural force of Earthsea. 
          Power is actually a key word that Le Guin takes pains to demonstrate in the second 
trilogy. According to an interview by Meredith Tax, Le Guin tries to free herself from the 
heroic male fantasy, and takes interest in “what would happen to a woman in a Tolkien 
world”(Max 31). As she concludes, “that is why I had to write this fourth volume (Tehanu), 
because I changed. I had to show the other side” (Max 31). Clearly conscious of her role as 
a woman writer in the male-dominated tradition of fantasy, Le Guin further develops the 
woman  image  in  the  second  trilogy.  For  her,  the  patriarchal  hierarchy  has  long  been 
                                                 
1  The first trilogy of The Earthsea Cycle are A Wizard of Earthsea (1968), The Tombs of Atuan (1971) and The 
Farthest Shore (1972). The second trilogy are Tehanu (1990), Tales from Earthsea (2001) and The Other Wind 
(2001). For the convenience to refer to the six books, the first book will be cited as Wizard, the second as 
Tombs, the third as Shore, the fifth as Tales and the last as Wind hereafter in the thesis. 
2  Ursula K. Le Guin, “Dreams Must Explain Themselves,” in The Language of the Night: Essays on Fantasy 
and Science Fiction. Ed. Susan Wood (New York: Putnam’s, 1999), 41-51. The book hereafter will be cited as 
Language. According to Le Guin, “the most childish thing about A Wizard of Earthsea, I expect is its subject: 
coming of age. . . . The subject of The Tombs of Atuan is, if I had to put it in one word, sex. There’s a lot of 
symbolism in this book,. . .the symbols can all be read as sexual. More exactly, you could call it a feminine 
coming of age. . . The Farthest Shore is about death. . . . It seemed an absolutely suitable subject to me for 
young readers, since in a way one can say that the hour when a child realizes,. . . that he/she, personally, is 
mortal, will die, is the hour when childhood ends, and the new life begins. Coming of age again, but in a larger 
context” (50). 
3  The  Language  of  Making is  also  called  the  True  Language,  which is  the  oldest  speech  spoken  by  the 
Earthsea  creator  Sagoy.  It’s also the language  of  dragons,  which  know  how  to  speak  it  without learning. 
Hardic people keep the most complete knowledge of the Language of Making, and only wizards and witches 
use it when they practice wizardry.   Ou  3 
connected to the male dominance in all aspects. However, as a fantasy writer at her early 
stage, Le Guin was no exception in the convention of rationalist heroism and utopia. As she 
notes before writing the second trilogy, 
Utopia has been Euclidean, it has been European, and it has been masculine . . . 
Utopia has been yang. In one way or another, from Plato on, utopia has been 
the big yang motorcycle trip. Bright, dry, clear, strong, firm, active, aggressive, 
lineal, progressive, creative, expanding, advancing and hot. (Dancing 88)
4 
But in the second trilogy, Le Guin puts efforts to overthrow the patriarchal system in the 
all-male wizard society. With the audacious feminist acuity, she questions the use of magic 
in Earthsea and also attacks the bias about women and witches. Le Guin claims that such an 
affirmative action is about the way she “‘revisioned’ Earthsea” (“Earthsea Revisioned” 169). 
Moreover, Le Guin doesn’t just invert women’s low status; she extends to empower the 
dragon  kinds  when  the  development  of  the  series  couples  the  wild  creature  with  the 
marginalized  female  roles.  Hence,  dragons  are  no  longer  the  earthy  beasts  slain  in  the 
Western  narrative.  With  the  developing  humanization  leaning  toward  the  femininity 
embedded in the dragons’ character, the milieu of Earthsea has gone through a significant 
shift in the overall modification. 
The  draconian  history  in  myth  has  always  been  a  popular  motif  in  the  realm  of 
fantasy genre. In Earthsea, the dragons serve as the living trope that mystifies Le Guin’s 
fantastic world. She used to mention the telling comments for her dragons, 
Dragons are archetypes, yes, mindforms, a way of knowing. But these dragons 
aren’t  St.  George’s  earthy  worm,  nor  are  they  the  Emperor of  China’s  airy 
servant. I am not European, I am not Asian, and I am not a man. These are the 
dragons of a new world, America, and the visionary forms of an old woman’s 
                                                 
4  Ursula K. Le Guin. Dancing at the Edge of the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, Places. New York: 
Grove, 1989, hereafter cited as Dancing.   Ou  4 
mind. The mythopoeticists err, I think, in using the archetypes as a rigid, filled 
mold. If we see it only as a vital potentiality, it becomes a guide into mystery. 
(“Earthsea Revisioned”177) 
This  passage  implies  Le  Guin’s  intent  to  keep  her  dragons  away  from  their  codified 
predecessors. The “vital potentiality” she suggests about the dragons is the best evidence to   
show the development
5  of Earthsea dragons. It also corresponds to what she writes in the 
foreword to Tales, “Now moves. Even in storytime, dreamtime, once-upon-a time, now isn’t   
then”  (xi;  emphasis  original).  Furthermore,  with  her  endeavor  to  unite  dragons  and   
humans  as  the  same  origin,  Le  Guin  has  touched  upon  the  concern  about  human   
hegemony  over  Nature  and  non-human  beings.  Her  new  breeding  of  dragons  also   
challenges the inquiry of animality in humans, as in Jacques Derrida’s terms, the question of 
“the animal in me” (3). To be more specific, in Earthsea, if people and dragons share the 
same origin, how do we position the concept of humanity in the Earthsea world? Also, when 
Le Guin arranges Irian and Therru to be the last people who transform themselves  into   
dragon forms, it seems to leave much space to consider animality in men. That is, when the   
wildness  of  dragons  was  born  in  the  interchangeable  body  of  the  dragon  people,   
does it blur the distinction between humans and non-human beings? Such concerns would   
be  my  shift  from  the  older  criticism  about the Earthsea  series.  With the observation  of   
dragons, I attempt to prove that the wildness or animality in dragons and dragon people are   
the assured characteristics in contrast to the human yoke that separates people and dragons.   
As the cases of dragon people indicate, it might be hard for them to blend into the human   
society, but their determination and clear conscience help them transcend beyond the bond   
of wizardry. Such delineation enables Le Guin to designate dragons as the interface between   
                                                 
5  I prefer to regard the change of Le Guin’s dragons as a kind of development, instead of an evolution, which 
seems to indicate something progressing from the primitive to the advanced. Although it is not hard to find out 
that  Le  Guin  keeps  de-animalizing  and  adding  human  characteristics  into  her  dragons,  I  still  think  it  is 
necessary to avoid the connotation that being humanized is superior to being animalized.   Ou  5 
Nature and Earthsea human beings. Thus, the Earthsea Equilibrium that Le Guin indicates   
not only seeks the harmony of the world, but also pursues a boundless freedom. With this   
Equilibrium, the wholeness of life and a new world order can therefore be achieved. 
 
II. 
When the first Earthsea book was published in 1968, the series underwent the dearth 
of serious critical commentaries. The criticism was generally categorized into fantasy or 
children’s literature, neither of which was taken seriously by the early literary critics (D. 
White 27). For the earlier trilogy, the major portion of studies can be grouped into three 
trajectories of theoretical grounds. First, some critics tend to take a Jungian approach to 
analyze the Earthsea themes or images (D. White 27-31). Another group of critics take 
Daoism as the unifying factor in Le Guin’s first three Earthsea books, especially focusing 
on the balance of the opposite and the non-Christian perspectives (D. White 18-20, 30-1). 
The  other  critical  ground  grows  up  in  the  field  of  anthropology,  as  Sir  James  Frazer’s 
Golden Bough and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces fit so well with 
fantasy works that almost all major fantasy writers would receive such treatment (D. White 
21-3, 32-3). Though feminism has been the main approach for Le Guin’s science fictions 
such as The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), The Dispossessed (1974) and Always Coming 
Home (1985), The Earthsea Cycle was rarely counted in the discourse (Barrow 20). It is not 
until Tehanu which came out in 1990 that Le Guin’s feminist consciousness in Earthsea 
started to get more attention from critics (D. White 110-11). Holly Littefields may be one of 
the first who proposes that Le Guin addresses imbalanced oppression in power and gender 
in the male-dominant Earthsea (D. White 110). Ever since then, the feminist criticism has 
been the  most popular and rigorous approach to examine the sequels after Tehanu. The 
female characters, especially Tenar and Therru, become the major focus in the mainstream 
criticism. With the later publication of Tales and Wind, Le Guin begins to picture a more   Ou  6 
explicit  realization  of  the  alternative  world.  She  even  expands  the  scope  to  incorporate 
dragons into the story by designating them as the female dragon people. Apparently, it is a 
direct way to link “otherness” to the female characters and the non-human species. The 
ambiguous relation between people and dragons easily conjures up the reader’s curiosity 
about the enigmatic creatures, but most of the critics still use the dragons as the supportive 
role to prove the feminist contentions about human characters. In the following overview of 
the  recent  Le  Guin  criticism  published  after  2001,  I  would  focus  particularly  on  the 
discussion related to the dragons. 
There  is  not  much  scholarship  specifically  devoted  to  the  Earthsea  dragons. 
Unfortunate as it seems, it is also eligible to ask what causes the scarcity of the studies of 
the  Earthsea  dragons.  Oftentimes,  researchers  choose  not to  study  the  Earthsea  dragons 
alone; they tend to compare dragons from several fantasy works and try to argue that their 
observations are final. Anne C. Petty’s Dragons of Fantasy is one of the examples. She 
enumerates  seven  contemporary  fantasy  writers
6  and  makes  efforts  to  illuminate  the 
differences between their dragons. Her book is interesting by pointing out various dragon 
characteristics.  She  also  acknowledges  that  the  importance  of  creating  dragons  in  the 
fantasy works means more than the fulfillment of the readers’ passion for these marvelous 
creatures. By creating dragons as characters and  imagining what they  must be  like, the 
authors “invite us to access areas of [their] psyche that normally remains buried, sometimes 
with good reason” (Petty 15). However, Petty’s  motivation  is  not simply to present the 
difference between dragons; what interests her is how the authors demonstrate their craft of 
writing  and  the  technique  to  depict  dragons.  In  this  aspect,  her  observation  on  the 
appearance of the Earthsea dragons is often prudent and amazing. However, she seems to 
ignore Le Guin’s obvious shift of narratives from the first trilogy to the latter one. In her 
                                                 
6  Petty covers a wide range of authors from so-called young adult categories in the book market: J. R. R. 
Tolkien, Anne McCaffrey, Terry Prarchett, Ursula K. Le Guin, Jane Yolen, Terry Goodkind and J. K Rowling.   Ou  7 
opinion, the Earthsea dragons, no matter how they behave in the series, “change very little” 
(120). She claims the Earthsea dragons are the Daoist practitioners, but the Eastern tales of 
dragons she cites in the book aren’t significant enough to support her assumption. David R. 
Loy  and  Linda  Goodhew’s  The  Dharma  of  Dragons  and  Daemons  would  be  another 
example that marginalizes Le Guin’s scope of dragons. They compare six contemporary 
fantasy  works  which  represent  the  Buddhist  themes  in  the  delineation  of  dragons  and 
people.
7  Their  analyses  are  persuasive  in  relation  to  the  Buddhist  teachings,  providing 
splendid interpretations of the works respectively. In the Le Guin chapter, for example, they 
point out the pervasive life-death motif in the Earthsea. However, because of the limitation 
of their theoretical ground, they only discuss Shore and  Wind, as  both books deal with 
breaking the stone wall between life and death. The incomplete study of the Earthsea is 
unable to clarify Le Guin’s overall thread throughout Earthsea series; sometimes they come 
to the misunderstanding of the Earthsea themes.
8  Nevertheless, though the two examples 
don’t successfully represent the Earthsea dragons with the connection to Le Guin’s entire 
Earthsea development, their endeavors to expound their books help to indicate the crucial 
role of dragons in the legend of Earthsea. 
          The  scarcity  of  the  studies  of  Earthsea  dragons,  however,  partly  arises  from  the 
author’s obscure and inconsistent writing of dragons. Aside from the oldest dragon Kalessin, 
Orm Embar and the dragon people, most of the dragons would probably show up too little 
time  to  leave  sufficient  impressions  on  the  reader.  Researchers  might  have  difficulties 
compiling a comprehensive genealogy of Earthsea dragons with such little textual evidence. 
                                                 
7  Loy and Goodhew pick up their research materials not only from literary works but also from the exclaimed 
Japanese animations. Their list includes J. R. R Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, Michael Ende’s Momo, 
Hayao Miyazaki’s Nausicaa of the Valley of the Winds and Princess Mononoke, Philip Pullman’s His Dark 
Materials and Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea. 
8  Loy  and  Goodhew  assume  magic in  Earthsea  performs the role  of  technology,  so  wizardry  becomes  a 
respected and needed skill (124). This statement is obviously opposite to what Le Guin contends in Wind that 
each use of magic is “a deed of power,” so “words of the Old Speech came into their [the wizards’ or the 
witches’] talk of necessity” (158). If the wizards or witches don’t spare the use of wizardry, all they do with 
magic would just become “spellwords act” (158).     Ou  8 
However, it doesn’t diminish the importance of Earthsea dragons in two aspects. For one 
thing, they usually take on heavy tasks that concern with the survival of the whole Earthsea 
world. They are not only the messengers from the other realm of life, but also the ones that 
know  how  to  solve  the  crisis.  Some  researchers  regard  them  as  the  god-like  figure  in 
Earthsea because it seems that the whole world relies on them to overcome dangers. Indeed, 
at a cursory glance, it seems that Le Guin endows her dragons with the omnipotent power. 
But I suggest Le Guin doesn’t divinize the dragons, for they would also be controlled by 
dark wizardry if they become too greedy. 
          The  other  point  to  support  dragons’  significance  is  related  to  the  dragon  people 
introduced  in  the  second  trilogy.  In  Sandra  J.  Lindow’s  “Becoming  Dragon:  The 
Transcendence of the Damaged Child in the Fiction of Ursula K. La Guin,” the last dragon 
people, as she quotes Kaveny,
9  are “liminal beings” living on the different states of magic 
and mundane, human and animal that unite the ancient elements of air, fire, water and earth 
(34). In Peter Hollindale’s “The Last Dragon of Earthsea,” he ingeniously connects all the 
Earthsea dragons and makes a conclusion that well interprets the Earthsea “dragon-ness.” 
Hollindale carefully links all the Earthsea dragons from the flying kind, to the little Kargad 
dragons and the much smaller harekkis of the East Reach, and even to the King Lebannen 
and the High Princess Seserakh, for the couple have internalized the dragons’ “otherness” 
after the land of Earthsea is safe at their hand (193). By observing dragons from the first 
dragon Yevaud to Orm Irian and Tehanu, Hollindale asserts, “[t]he dragons move steadily 
closer to humanity as the Earthsea books progress, but they finally break with it” (192). 
From this point of view, Hollindale has opened up a dialogue about whether the dragons 
and humans could possibly live together, even in such a magical world. 
Actually,  as  early  as  from  the  Middle  Ages,  dragons  are  often  wielded  as  the 
                                                 
9  Kaveny, Roz. “Dragons.” and “Liminal Beings.” The Encyclopedia of Fantasy. Eds. John Clute and John 
Grant (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 295-96; 581-82.     Ou  9 
archetype  of  the  primal  forces  that  represent  unexplainable  events  in  Nature.  In  the 
development of Christianity, they are also the symbol of evil  in opposition to the good 
represented  by  the  Christian  saints,  the  paragon  of  humanity  as  a  convenient  way  of 
expressing  God’s  providence  and  power.  The  way  to  look  on  dragons  in  the  Eastern 
folklores  often  describes  them  as  the  important  role  for  the  creation  of  the  world.
10 
However,  in  Earthsea,  Le  Guin  gradually  finds  the  appropriate  position  to  depict  her 
dragons through rewriting traditional stereotypes in the earlier Earthsea books. Obviously, 
Le  Guin’s  Earthsea  dragons  are  hybrid  of  the  Western  and  Eastern  mythologies.
11  The 
mixed elements from the two cultures would be the starting point to probe into Le Guin’s 
modern  dragonlore,  which  further  formulates  a  new  perspective  that  accentuates  the 
significance of such mysterious creatures. 
 
III. 
With  the  study  questions  in  mind,  Le  Guin’s  dragons  seem  to  give  rise  to  the 
fundamental inquiry about how the world of non-human beings coexists with the world of 
people. Homo sapiens often stand as the uppermost point of reference in the cultural and 
biological taxonomy, but such discrimination is erased by Le Guin’s placement of dragons 
and humans in the equally important position. When she claims herself as “a congenital 
non-Christian,”  it  is  not  surprising  to  find  out  her  interrogative  attitude  toward 
Judeo-Christian religion (Language 50). In addition, with the archive-like introduction to 
the  Earthsea  background,  she  points  out  the  people  in  archipelagos  lack  “any  kind  of 
                                                 
10  In  the  Chinese  mythology,  Nuwa  (the  prefix  Nu  means  female)  is  regarded  as  the  “Goddess  of 
Go-betweens”  and  she  is  also  one  of  the  creators  of  the  world.  According  to  the  legend,  Nuwa  has  the 
serpentine tail but with a human head and torso. Some scholars consider her as one of the earliest goddesses of 
dragon in the Chinese history. She is an important symbol in the primitive Chinese society to indicate the 
matriarchal tradition. 
11  Dragons are often endowed with specific significance in various cultures. The European dragons are taken 
as the foil to the valor of dragon slayers in the Western narrative of combat. On the other hand, the oriental 
dragons, under the influence of Chinese philosophy and customs, are usually the natural spirit with a soulful 
mind. These dragons are often immortal and thus are taken as parts of divinity. In Earthsea, Le Guin seems to 
mix up the distinguished traits of dragons from the Eastern and Western mythologies.   Ou  10 
institutionalized religion” (Tales 250). This standpoint helps Le Guin to blend her lifelong 
belief of Daoism into the constitution of the imaginary world, and in a way echoes to the 
rising movement of ecological consciousness from the late 20th century. Because of her 
caring gesture for the silent environment and non-human animals, Le Guin’s works have 
been regarded as a vigorous objection against the exploitative viewpoint in the dominant 
patriarchal ideologies. Therefore, I would also discuss ecological discourses and try to find 
the  possibilities  linked  to  Derrida’s  reflection  on  human-animal  relation.  Following  the 
development of the thesis, I will first inspect the related concepts about eco-criticism in Le 
Guin’s  writing,  especially  on  account  of  rethinking  animals  in  this  trend  of  criticism. 
Daoism would  be another foundation to discover Le Guin’s  invented world, and  it also 
serves  as  an  access  to  the  ubiquitous  idea  of  Equilibrium  in  Earthsea.  Together  with 
Derrida’s thinking of the question of animals from the philosophical perspective, I hope to 
find a well-grounded theoretical hypothesis to seek possible explanations that indicate the 
intricate connection between humans and the Earthsea dragons. 
In the thesis, I first explore the rapport between dragons and humans by applying 
Jacques Derrida’s animal theory, and relate the dragon-human connection to further probe 
into  the  link  between  Equilibrium  and  Change  in  Earthsea.  How  Lao  Tzu’s  wisdom 
constructs the dragon imagery and how the imagery comes into play in Earthsea are the 
pivotal parts that I attempt to interpret Le Guin’s world  view  in the present project. In 
Chapter One I start investigating the implication of dragons in Western and Eastern cultures. 
As dragons are essentially constituted by people since the ancient times, they disclose the 
most alien otherness opposite to the humanity  when the  form of  life  is extended to the 
extreme. Their monstrous nature, as a result, is closely associated with the dragon-slayer 
narratives, in a way to prove the human triumph over the unknown forces. But as Le Guin 
introduces Kalessin and Orm Embar into the Earthsea world, she rewrites the conventional 
draconian narratives by creating the role of dragon-lords, who are the people the dragons   Ou  11 
are  willing  to  talk  with.  Without  the  intention  to  fight  against  humans,  these  Earthsea 
dragons seem to be more peaceful and at the same time more sophisticated. Along with the 
Daoist  thinking  blended  into  the  character  of  the  Earthsea  dragons,  Le  Guin’s  flying 
creatures  also  reveal  their  profoundly  philosophical  (human)  sensibility,  eventually 
transcending the lizard-like appearance, and the brutality suggested by that very appearance. 
          In  Chapter  Two,  the  humanistic  elements  are  examined  under  the  motif  of 
shape-shifting and the metamorphosis of the dragon people. At the moment of the encounter 
with the animal-otherness, Derrida raises the question of “the animal in me” as his starting 
point to deconstruct the homogeneous category of animals through the human eyes. When 
Derrida erases the fixed label for animals, only to find the abyssal limits between humans 
and animals, which seem to suggest the incomprehensible but also the undeniable proximity 
between humans and animals. Based on Derrida’s theory, the tendency of shape-shifting 
from humans to other creatures, I suggest, seems to flow in a spectrum of humanity and 
animality that eventually reaches the homeostatic balance within the human body. Still, the 
case of dragon people is the exception in terms of shape-shifting, because they are both 
dragons and humans. Their mixed nature symbolizes their heterogeneity, just as Derrida 
discusses  the  example  of  the  mythical  monster  Chimera  to  indicate  the  multiplicity  of 
animals by his coined word l’animot. Although Chimera initially represents the complex 
nature of evil in general, yet the heterogeneous nature in the dragon people is transformed to 
be a kind of wildness that has nothing to do with the evil part of the monster. Such wildness 
serves as the embodiment of the between-ness that reinforces the concept of abyss between 
human and nonhuman beings. 
Dragons and Chimera are both fantastic creatures, so in Chapter Three, I continue to 
explore Le Guin’s concept of imagination that reveals how she thinks of the correlation 
between  humans,  dragons  and  animals.  Meanwhile,  the  real  beings  such  as  plants  and 
animals are also note-worthy in her fantasy world, as she designates the Imminent Grove on   Ou  12 
Roke Knoll as the center of wizardry and keeps emphasizing the significance of animals in 
Earthsea. With a closer examination, I contend that Le Guin builds up her natural world of 
Earthsea largely based on the Daoist approach to the living environment. As she terms the 
natural world “the ten thousand things” in her rendition of Tao Te Ching (1997), Le Guin 
reveals her non-anthropocentric perspective that extends her vision from animals and plants 
to  all  the  living  beings.  With  the  same  attitude,  Le  Guin  never  arranges  any  system  of 
hierarchy for the Earthsea creatures, but takes all of them equally. Even though dragons are 
unique in some aspect, these fantastic creatures are not treated as the privileged race when 
they  face  threat  and  death.  In  addition,  as the  Chinese  character “zi  zan  (自然)”  partly 
indicates the natural world and partly means “being self as so,” Le Guin also rethinks the 
use of wizardry in Earthsea, which further echoes the concept of “wu wei (無為)” in Lao 
Tzu’s teaching. It is the most significant step in Le Guin’s process of revising the Earthsea;   
because  of  the  frequent  use  of  wizardry,  the  balance  of  the  Earthsea  has  obviously 
deteriorated. When the dead spirits of the Hardic people are constrained on the dry land by 
magic, Le Guin challenges and abandons her older rule of wizardry when it comes to the 
issue of life and death in Earthsea. When the wall that divides the realms of life and death 
topples down under the leading of dragon people with some wise mages and the Earthsea 
king, the magical power of Earthsea is no longer a refraining force manipulated by people, 
but a precious link that keeps the Equilibrium of Earthsea. 
                But all the concerns of human-animal relation and Le Guin’s Daoist thinking bring us 
back to the development of dragons along with Le Guin’s revision of Earthsea. As the first 
born species, dragons maintain an intimate relation with the natural forces in the fictional 
world. Even when some of them are degenerated into lizard-like creatures like dragons in 
Hur-at Hur, they are still taken as the important “sign of life” (Wind 104). Earthsea dragons, 
in this aspect, may be the best integral role when Le Guin reshapes her older Earthsea world. 
By expounding the earlier dragons in Earthsea, I reveal Le Guin’s trace of thinking about   Ou  13 
Earthsea  dragons  at the  different  moments  of  her  creation.  Meanwhile,  I  delve  into the 
traditional draconian narratives that only fortify the male-centered heroism, which receives 
the severe criticism under Le Guin’s revision of Earthsea. Dragons are therefore pertinent to 
Le Guin’s awakening feminism; their development in the series is thus closely connected to 
Le Guin’s attempts to reexamine herself as an author and provides new perspectives to look 
at the fantastic creatures. 
 
 
 Chapter One 
Dragon Slayers vs. Dragonlords: 
From a Historical Survey to Le Guin’s Invented Dragon Kinds 
                                                                    Authors and wizards are not always to be 
trusted: nobody can explain a dragon. 
                                                                    —Ursula K. Le Guin, Tales from Earthsea 
Dragons  are  ubiquitous  in  the  genre of  fantasy. Famous  writers  like  J.  R.  R.   
Tolkien, Anne McCaffrey, Terry Pratchett and J. K. Rowling have all created dragons 
of their own in  fantastic writings. However, dragons are essentially  constituted by 
humans’ imagination. Through the myth, legends and folktales, people conjure up the 
image of the fantastic creatures and endow them with the unusual status in human 
civilizations. Though no evidence shows they have ever lived, the dragons are still 
important at the symbolic level. As Jane Yolen writes in the introduction to Fire and 
Wings: Dragon Tales from East and West (2002), 
Maybe  we  can’t  have  real  dragons  roaming  the  earth,  fire-belching 
monsters a hundred and fifty feet long, with hard green scales and long 
serpentine tails. . . . But in our stories – both old and new – these dragons 
live, they fly, they fight, and sometimes, they die. In so doing, they touch 
the magic spot deep within us that does, indeed, desire dragons. (qtd. in 
Petty 152) 
Similarly,  when  Le  Guin  proposes  the  question  “why  Americans  are  afraid  of 
dragons”  in  order to  defend  the  fantasy  genre,  she  challenges  the rigid  stereotype 
about imaginative fictions in the current technological phenomenon (Language 35). 
For things that are not factual in the real world, they are often overtly underestimated. 
But that doesn’t diminish the “living” truth concomitant with them. Few mythological 
creatures like dragons have saturated so broadly in the world-wide legends; they are Ou  16 
still pretty much alive in the contemporary creative writings. Therefore, the Earthsea 
dragons are conceived under Le Guin’s belief in the power of imagination. In the long 
course of writing the two trilogies of Earthsea, Le Guin never forgets such insistence 
on dragons. They are familiar to people, but she takes them with a more profound 
significance.  These  non-human,  winged  scaly  creatures  seem  to  remind  people  of 
what have been ignored and misunderstood. Le Guin delineates her dragons as wise 
but dangerous, mythical but influential, along with the older dragon narratives from 
the West and the East. In the following analysis of the Earthsea dragons, I will discuss 
first the correlation between chimerical creatures and humans in the Western tradition. 
The Eastern counterparts are later blended into Le Guin’s formation of dragons in 
Earthsea and secondly will be taken into consideration in this chapter. Third, when the 
Earthsea  legend  reveals  dragons  and  humans  were  once  the  same  race,  the 
human-dragon relationship grows more intense by the newly created dragon people. 
This  new  species  once  again  signifies  the  high-esteem  of  dragons  in  Earthsea. 
Moreover, with Le Guin’s assigning the dragon people first as human females in the 
patriarchal society, she further embeds the complex gender issue in the makeup of the 
mythical creatures. Le Guin’s modern dragon-lore is thus established through such 
renovation  of  dragons.  With  this  significant  change,  the  Earthsea  world  moves 
forward  to  break  the  old  constraints  and  fashioned  an  alternative  world  with 
conceptual breakthroughs. 
 
I.  Yevaud: The Monstrous and Dragon-slayer Narratives 
          The term, dragon, according to the OED, suggests a range of meanings that 
more or less alludes to serpentine beasts. One of them indicates the typical image of 
dragons in art or in literary works: “a mythical monster, represented as a huge and 
terrible  reptile,  usually  combining  ophidian  and  crocodilian  structure,  with  strong Ou  17 
claws, like a beast or bird of prey, and a scaly skin; it is generally represented with 
wings,  and  sometimes  as  breathing  out  fire”(OED).  The  first  dragon  in  Earthsea 
Cycle, Yevaud, fits well into that description. This dragon is scaled with grey mails, 
with taloned forefeet, a scorpion-wise tail and a three-forked tongue. He
1  usurps the 
pirate island Pendor by driving the townsfolk into the sea and smothering the Lord of 
Pendor  with  flames  out  of  his  mouth.  The  enormous  size  of  his  body  is  easily 
camouflaged  into  part of  the  bleak  tower of  Pendor. When  he  laughs,  the  yellow 
smoke  hisses  from  his  nostrils  and  the  grating  sound  is  just  like  the  noise  of  an 
avalanche  far  off  among  mountains.  With  the  dragon  cunning  and  the  nature  of 
hoarding treasures, Yevaud is very dangerous for any one who tries to approach him; 
even the later Archmage Ged dares not to get too close to him when striking a bargain 
with this dragon.   
          It’s not surprising to find out Le Guin borrows many attributes of the archetypal 
Western dragons for the first Earthsea dragon. Her predecessor in fantasy literature, J. 
R. R. Tolkien, also owes debts to many Western draconian narratives when he depicts 
the dragons Smaug in The Hobbit and Glaurung in The Silmarillion.
2  But as Le Guin 
rewrites her Earthsea tales, she also redefines the meaning of dragons throughout the 
entire  Earthsea  series.  With  the  gradual  changes  of  dragon  characters  from  the 
Western paragon, the supposed combats between humans and dragons during their 
encounters are also moderated to the level of negotiation. “Dragonlords,” the term 
invented by Le Guin, is the substitute for the conventional word “dragon slayers.” The 
coinage not only indicates Le Guin is a pacifist, but also infers a new relation between 
humans and dragons that firmly fortifies Le Guin’s anti-anthropocentrism. As Lynn 
                                                 
1  For the first Earthsea dragon, Le Guin clearly points out Yevaud is a male dragon when it is first 
introduced in Wizard (85-6).   
2  Tolkien, J. R. R. The Hobbit. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1978; The Silmarillion. Ed. Christopher 
Tolkien. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1980. For more analyses about Tolkien’s dragons, please refer to 
Dragon of Fantasy by Anne C. Petty (Crawfordville: Kitsune Books, 2008), 33-61. Ou  18 
White  points  out,  before  Christianity  dominates  the  Western  culture  and  history, 
people have to “placate” creatures living together with humans in the material world 
(10). The animistic tradition at that time was popular in the belief of people, and some 
ambiguous creatures such as centaurs, fauns or mermaids were nothing  strange to 
these ancient people. But the Christian God grants human superiority to other animals, 
thus human arrogance becomes the legitimate reason of people to compete for the 
living space with other creatures. In “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction,” Le Guin 
considers herself as the adherent about what Elizabeth Fisher calls “the Carrier Bag 
Theory of human evolution” in Women’s Creation,
3  in which Fisher substitutes sacks 
or bags as containers for the “long hard objects for sticking, bashing and killing” in 
the  history  of  human  evolution  from  the  primitive  times  (151).  Le  Guin  always 
complains that most of the heroic stories have been simply “the killer’s story” (152). 
She insists that such heroism ruins the true value of a human, so she instead proposes 
“the  life’s  story”  (152)  that  describes  reality  about  people,  the  actual  spirits  in 
storytelling. Le Guin’s steadfast commitment to the respect of life displays well when 
she creates her fictional worlds. Therefore, the conventional dragon-slayers are turned 
to be dragon-lords like Ged in Earthsea, who, in Le Guin’s definition, are the people 
whom  dragons  are  willing  to  talk  to.  The  talking  scenario  between  humans  and 
dragons is the first signal that Le Guin humanizes her dragons and bridges the gap 
between  the  two  different  species.  Still,  the  treacherous  and  ferocious  nature  of 
dragons is quite noticeable in myths and legends, so it is necessary to survey the older 
draconian narratives before we examine Le Guin’s modern dragon tales. 
          No one is sure of the true face of dragons, so they are often represented through 
“a grotesque appearance” (Riches 200). Their looks and behaviors “borrow elements 
from other potentially fearsome beasts (notably snakes, bats, bears and dogs), and are 
                                                 
3  Fisher, Elizabeth. Woman's Creation. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1980. Ou  19 
frequently topped off by pestilential or fiery breath” (ibid. 200). Earlier civilizations 
in Sumer, Hittite, and the ancient Greek all engender similar but different concepts 
about dragons in mythologies. The names for the dragon vary widely from Tiāmat 
(Sumer),  Illujanka  (Hittite),  to  Thphón  (Greek)  (Bellinger  502,  233,  136).  These 
quasi-draconian creatures are often supernatural animal hybrids that severely threaten 
human  lives  and  residences.  For  example,  in  the  Old  Testament,  the  sea  monster 
Liwjātān (Leviathan) will never be defeated until the Day of Judgment, when he and 
his mate Behēmōtare will serve as food for the righteous people (ibid. 304). In “The 
Revelation of John,” Chapter Twelve of the New Testament, the dragon Tannin  is 
described to possess seven heads and ten horns; in folklore, it is almost the equivalent 
to Sātān and Diábolos (ibid. 489). But all these dragons are  fated to be killed by 
heroes  from  different  peoples.  In  the  Norse  and  Germanic  legends,  we  see  the 
shape-shifter dragon Fáfnir was slain by the hero Siguard. Similarly, Midgardsorm, 
the giant Midgard-Worm, which often caused drastic tsunami whenever it moved, was 
killed by the Germanic god Thor (Bellinger 339; Petty 263-65). These ancient stories 
act as the prelude to the unnamed dragon in the Old English epic Beowulf (ca. the 8th 
or 11th century). As the third challenge to Beowulf, a hero of the Geats, the dragon 
eventually wounded the hero’s neck that caused his death. To sum up, the symbolic 
roles of these monsters demonstrate their monstrosity in sharp contrast to humanity. 
Dragons and similar beasts are inevitably viewed as the emblems of the evil. The 
dragon  in  Beowulf  is  exemplary  to  the  demonization  of  the  froward  and  sinuous 
monster.  The  terror  aroused  by  a  mysterious  and  havoc-wrecking  dragon  is  thus 
perceived as an embodiment of vice and greed by human ancestors. 
          In addition, the concept of “evil,” serving as the marker in the dragon narratives 
on the one hand, is also operated on the other hand as “sinfulness of humans” in the 
semantically  specified  texts,  such  as  Christian  discourses  or  dogmatic  sermons Ou  20 
(Riches 206). It is especially valid at the times when the earlier Christianity started to 
make an effect on the people in the European continent. As legends of Christian saints 
were popularized among the commoners,
4  the episodes about the saints’ fight with 
evil dragons become the best trial to prove one’s faith for God, to quail the Devil 
transformed as dragons, or to punish the idolatry taken by pagans (Riches 203-6). The 
Medieval heroism is, therefore, established on the saints’ triumph over the dragons. 
Either banishing them into the wilderness or expelling them by the Christian cross 
reveals the veneration for saints and the definite power of God. 
          The combat scenes between the brave Christian martyrs and the vicious dragons 
express  the  idealized  humanity  over  the  untamed  natural  forces.  The  disparate 
manifestations of the dragon in the anthropocentric Medieval worlds imply the sharp 
demarcation between humans and the monstrous. As Jonathan Evans further analyzes 
the Medieval dragon traditions from the aspects of physiognomy and the structure of 
the narratives, he concludes the human-animal relation in the Medieval times is still 
concerned more with the human elements. The dragon simply functions as the trope to 
impose  human  superiority  over  other  living  beings.  Under  such  circumstances, 
dragons might be one of the most appropriate paradigms of villains  in the human 
society  (Evans  100).  Therefore,  Evans  proposes  four  attributes  in  the  draconian 
narratives. First, in terms of physiognomy, “the dragon’s body is generally very large, 
serpentine, equipped with lashing tail and sharp talons, a gaping mouth with sharp 
teeth,” all of which emphasize the difference between humans and the monster (ibid. 
95).  Second,  in  the  aspect of  psychology,  the  dragons  are of  “a  singularly  bestial 
malevolence,” which proves they are indeed the earthly worms of the living world 
(ibid. 95). Third, the dragon’s habitat is usually remote and solitary, which is located 
                                                 
4  Riches lists 20 legends of saints encountering monsters, as is shown in Appendix B in the end of the 
chapter,  which helps  to  conceive  a  rough  picture  about  the  fabric  of  such  legends in  the  Western 
Christendom in the Middle Ages. Ou  21 
in a place far from the human society (ibid. 95). Fourth, the typical dragon behavioral 
characteristics include “maleficent marauding, fire-breathing, taking of live captives, 
and  jealous  hoarding  of  treasure”  (ibid.  95).  Based  on  these  descriptions  about 
dragons, the pattern of the dragon-slayer episodes  is summed up  by Evans as the 
following consequential steps: preparation, travel, combat/slaying and reward (95). 
The  preparation  segment  is  essential  as  the  physical  arming  of  dragon  slayers. 
Traveling for a long way is an important part to display the adversity for the hero. The 
combat/slaying scene often culminates with the death of the dragon. At the end of the 
draconian tales, the hero will receive treasures either from the dragon’s hoard or from 
a grateful king, and sometimes he may be granted a good marriage with a princess or 
a beautiful lady. Such narratives are quite common in the Medieval mythic stories and 
legends.  Humans  and  heroes  are  eventually  correlated  in  the  system  of  Medieval 
heroism. 
          Le  Guin’s  most  Western-like  dragon,  Yevaud,  comes  into  being  under  such 
narratives. He is so large that Ged first mistakes his body as the landscape of the 
island Pendor. This dragon also enjoys toying with the comparatively petty wizard 
who challenges him by his true name. The cunning nature of the Western dragon is 
clearly revealed through the wicked dialogue between Ged and Yevaud. Although Le 
Guin doesn’t conceal his rage after Ged left the island of Pendor, Yevaud still breaks 
the tower of Pendor with the writhing of his body and the vast wings. This gigantic 
and guileful dragon  illustrates the  mythical  monstrosity that is conferred upon the 
non-human beings, which is truly the epitome of the Western dragons in Le Guin’s 
archipelagic world. Le Guin connects her dragonology with the convention of the 
Western draconian narratives by using the dragon Yevaud, but it is also through this 
dragon, we see the gradual development and change of the Earthsea dragons in the 
later Earthsea tales. Ou  22 
 
II.  Kalessin, Orm Embar, and the Dragon-lords:   
          The Turn of Le Guin’s Modern Dragon Narratives 
          In The Farthest Shore, Le Guin introduces the other two dragons Orm Embar 
and  Kalessin,  both  of  which  contain  distinguished  draconian  traits  different  from 
those of the previous Western dragon narratives. The two are not associated with the 
emblem  of  evil  as  the  Pendor  dragon  is,  even  though  both of  them  resemble  the 
appearance of the Western dragons: the huge wings, the magnificent bodies, the scaly 
heating skin, and the ability to breathe  fire. Certain characteristics of the  Western 
dragons are also obvious in them: they both have the toxic dragon blood and their eye 
contact may harm the person who looks directly into their eyes. Still, these traits don’t 
limit them to the category of the Western dragon kinds when their interaction with the 
dragon-lords  suggests  the  possibility  of  communication  between  humans  and  the 
unfathomable creatures. Orm Embar keeps a long term of friendship with Ged and     
Kalessin always comes to rescue the Earthsea people at their desperate moments. The 
newly-built  relation  between  Earthsea  humans  and  dragons  in  a  way  rewrites  the 
conquering  scenes  of  taming  the  dragons.  To  this  point,  Le  Guin  holds  different 
opinions  about  the  human-dragon  relation,  and  she  is  obviously  affected  by  the 
draconian elements from non-Western cultures, especially by the Daoist philosophy.
5 
It is from this perspective that we can see how Le Guin’s multi-cultural dimensions 
influence her formation of Earthsea dragons. These alternative viewpoints help her 
alter the stereotype of the Western dragons, and at the same time assist her to move 
further when she keeps composing the uniqueness of Earthsea dragons. 
Oriental  dragons,  to  begin  with,  exhibit  fundamental  differences  from  their 
                                                 
5  Many critics have concluded Le Guin’s father, Alfred Kroeber has a significant impact on her and Le 
Guin herself does admit such an influence. See Freedman (2008). In Chapter Three, I will fully discuss 
the influence of Daoism on Le Guin’s creation of dragons. Ou  23 
Western counterparts. One of the apparent differences is that they are the wingless   
flying  beings. Their serpentine  bodies and  ferocious whiskery  faces are also quite 
impressive to the people who are not familiar with oriental cultures. The most famous 
category of oriental dragons is the Chinese dragon, which always symbolizes the good 
omen in the Chinese culture.
6  But they are just as enigmatic as the Western kinds. 
Chinese people tend to endow them with supernatural forces and regard the dragons 
as one of gods in the heaven. Accordingly, dragons are chosen to be the emblem of the 
Chinese  emperors  in  the  pre-modern  eras,  for  which  can  solidify  the  ruler’s 
connection with the dragons’ wisdom, divinity and power. 
 
Fig. 1 Black and White Chinese Dragon (Oneter.com, 2009) 
                                                 
6  Fig. 1 is a sample of the Chinese dragon, which is in contrast with Fig. 2, a sample of the Western 
Dragon. The influence of the Chinese dragon has been so pervasive to the Chinese people that it is 
internalized into the core of the Chinese culture. The image of the dragon can be easily found in the 
Chinese  daily  decorations  or in  festival  occasions.  Moreover,  the Chinese  character  of  dragon  “龍 
[long],” is often taken as part of the names of places, rivers, and of common people (Zhao 146-48). In 
the twelve animals of the Chinese Zodiac Cycle, the fifth year is called the Year of Dragon. Ou  24 
 
Fig. 2 Western Dragon (All-Freeware.com, 2010) 
One  might  think  that  Le  Guin’s  Earthsea  dragons  are  more  oriental  than 
occidental, especially in her delineation for the eldest dragon Kalessin. However, Le 
Guin  clearly  points  out that  her  Earthsea  dragons  are  not of  the Chinese  dragons 
(“Earthsea Revisioned” 177). For her, the making of dragons is not an either-or choice 
between  the  Western  and  Eastern  kind,  but  as  the  means  to  reconstruct  the 
conventional Western heroism. When Le Guin designates her dragons as “creatures of 
wind and fire” (Tales 252), she has kept the Earthsea dragons away from the image of 
Chinese dragons, because all the Chinese dragons are associated with water or seas. In 
A Study of Dragonology, East and West,
7  Qiguang Zhao suggests the Chinese dragons 
are closely connected with rivers and lakes because of the geographic and climatic 
factors in the ancient China (15). Legend also has it that all the rain is made up by 
                                                 
7  Zhao’s book discusses widely about dragons in East and West. His analyses of the Chinese dragons 
might  be  one  of  the most  comprehensive  English  versions  so  far.  He refers  to  lots  of  pre-modern 
Chinese  texts  to  carefully  examine  the  origin and  significance  of  Chinese  dragons in  mythologies, 
folktales and legendary sources. Ou  25 
Chinese Dragon Gods in the heaven. With the classification of mythic stories, legends 
and  folktales,  Zhao  contends  that  it  is  only  the  mythological  dragon—that  is,  the 
celestial  flying kind—is to be worshipped; other dragons  in the Chinese  folktales,   
such as Dragon Kings (long wang [龍王]), are the exoteric figures and may be killed 
if they disobey the will of heavenly gods (15-21). The eldest dragon Kalessin, to some 
extent, is renovated from the mythological Chinese dragon, but Le Guin keeps some 
characteristic that makes the perennial dragon not so oriental. With a cautious mind, 
Le Guin chooses to make Kalessin’s gender indeterminate.
8  In the second trilogy, the 
gender issue is Le Guin’s central focus, and she deliberately demonstrates this concern 
in the formation of the later dragon people. But for the winged dragons beside the 
dragon people, Le Guin seems simply to keep them from being involved in the issue 
of  gender  politics.  By  doing  so,  Le  Guin  escapes  the  constraint  of  traditional 
draconian  narratives,  which  often  regard  dragons  as  the  violent  male  creatures. 
Because of the un-gendered dragon-ness, Le Guin thus makes Kalessin unparalleled 
in the kinship of the Earthsea dragons as well as in the draconian narratives. Orm 
Embar,  on  the  other  hand,  is  truly  different  from  his  dragon  lineage  in  Earthsea. 
Without  the  devious  behavior  as  his  dragon  fellows  display,  he  is  quite 
straightforward to human beings. His friendship with the Archmage Ged enables him 
to accomplish things that no other dragons can match with him. He seeks Ged for help 
to right the evil wizardry; he reveals the secret of the broken Ring of Erreth-Akbe to 
Ged, who later successfully restores the ring from the Tomb of Atuan with another 
protagonist Tenar. Moreover, Orm Embar, in defense of the land of death, chooses to 
sacrifice his life in order to weaken the power of the evil wizard Cob. It is only by 
                                                 
8  As Le Guin once said, “There are male and female dragons in the earlier books, but I don’t know if 
Kalessin, the Eldest, is male or female or both or something else. I choose not to know” (“Earthsea 
Revisioned” 179). In the Chinese mythologies, the celestial dragons are always males, mainly because 
they serve as the imperial symbols. In other oriental countries such as Japan and Korea, their dragons 
are  also  males. Therefore,  when  Le  Guin  decides  Kalessin’s  gender  is  uncertain,  she  has  avoided 
trapping her dragons in the dichotomy of the oriental and occidental categories. Ou  26 
Orm Embar’s alliance with humans that the two species are able to trust each other. 
All that Orm Embar does in Earthsea is the most humanistic way that one dragon can 
demonstrate. The character of Orm Embar, to some extent, serves as the harbinger that 
reveals the myth of human-dragon origin. With these dragon characters, the Earthsea 
dragons are no longer to be demonized or animalized, but involve much in the affairs 
of the human world. 
By  moving  closer  to  human  beings,  dragons  are  differentiated  from  the 
common animals in the Earthsea society. Although Le Guin’s wordings for dragons 
are quite ambiguous,
9  yet dragons are still separated from the animal kingdom in the 
series. No animals have the magical power in Earthsea; they are just like what they 
are in reality and their function for the Earthsea people is mainly to supply their food 
demand and daily use. Such an arrangement seems to suggest a hierarchy between 
animals and dragons. That is, animals are tamed or domesticated as tools or food for 
people, but it isn’t the function of dragons in Earthsea. In this way, Le Guin seems to 
make her dragon’s wildness different from the animality of animals. For the dragon 
kinds, Le Guin notes clearly,   
In the first three books, I think the dragons were, above all, wildness. 
What  is  not  owned.  A  dragonlord  wasn’t  a  man  who  tamed  dragons; 
nobody  tamed  dragons.  He  was  simply,  as  Ged  said,  a  man  dragons 
would take notice of. (“Earthsea Revisioned” 177; emphasis original) 
If dragons are not in the category of animals, there should be something unique within 
their  wildness,  which  I  will  delve  into  in  the  following  chapters.  Still,  Le  Guin 
reminds us that it is hard for humans to approach dragons. Even though some wizards 
are  able  to  speak  the  Language  of  the  Making,  they  are  not  qualified  to  be  the 
                                                 
9  Le Guin sometimes uses terms like “Firstborn,” “Eldest,” “Elder Children” to refer to dragons in 
Earthsea (Tales 251). But she also calls them with pejorative terms like “wind worm” (Wizard 87) or 
“mindless beasts” (Wind 119).   Ou  27 
dragon’s interlocutors. Only dragons decide whom they want to talk to. That’s why 
dragonlords are so scarce in Earthsea. In this way, Le Guin seems to indicate humans 
and dragons are eventually different, despite the fact that they once belonged to the 
same race. The triple relation among humans, dragons and animals thus weaves the 
complicated formation of beings in Earthsea. 
 
III.  Tehanu and Orm Irian : The Subverted Dragon People 
          When  Le  Guin  reflects  how  the  gender  issue  crept  into  her  mind  with  the 
awareness  when  she  was  writing  the  first  three  Earthsea  books  according  to  the 
male-centered heroism, she knows there should be a book presenting her wrestling 
with the gendered framing of heroic tales (“Earthsea Revisioned” 168). As a matter of 
fact, her “wrestling” goes on in the second trilogy of the Earthsea series, as the myth 
of the split of humans and dragons gradually pieces up with the creation of dragon 
people, Orm Irian and Tehanu.
10  The image of the newly constituted dragon women 
can  be regarded as the most unique of  Le Guin’s dragon narratives, and  it  is this 
re-vision that subverts the underlying oppression in the male-dominant world. The 
formation of dragon people brings up the issue of power manipulation in Earthsea. It 
is also Le Guin’s bold experiment on the mystical creatures as dragons. If dragons are 
one of the most masculine creatures in mythologies, blending the feminine element 
into the fashion of Earthsea dragons would be  Le Guin’s subversive revolution to 
confront the aggressive and manly image of dragons in the genre of fantasy.
11  The 
subjects of the two beings, as the marginalized women on the one hand and as the 
                                                 
10  Orm Irian and Tehanu are the true names of the dragon people. But before they transform into the 
shape of dragons, they are called by the use names Irian and Therru. In the present chapter, I will 
address them mostly with their true names, in order to be consistent in the thesis.   
11  There  are  some  exceptions  around  the  worldwide  legends,  of  course,  but  Le  Guin’s  rendering 
women into powerful dragons are indeed rarely seen in the history of dragon formation. That’s why I 
put asides the related exceptions momentarily, and will go back to this argument in the later part of the 
chapter. Ou  28 
provocative non-human on the other hand, are the author’s affirmative response to 
feminist consciousness, which helps her to reshape the myth of division in Earthsea. 
Actually,  it  has  always  been  Le  Guin’s  style  to  question  the  existing  ideas  and 
ideology. Just as Lisa Rashiley points out, “in many important respects, Le Guin’s 
writing—whether  fictional,  critical,  poetic,  autobiographical,  whatever  the  genre—
depends on her constant desire to challenge received wisdom, to take ideas to their 
extremes, whether logical or mythological” (43). Therefore, the two dragon people, as 
both women and dragons, are “doubly Other” that convincingly rendered the biased 
concept of gender in Earthsea. 
However, it doesn’t mean that Le Guin creates alternative appearances for the 
dragon people. Instead, they keep the draconian physical characteristics when they 
take the shape of dragons.
12  It’s Le Guin’s intent to make her dragon-lore challenging 
but  not threatening,  in  comparison  to the  typical  image  of  dragons.  Although  the 
dragon people have double natures, their transformation is a total change that clothes 
them with the appearance just like the traditional Western dragons. In addition, Le 
Guin  neither  follows  the  half-dragon,  half-human  image  of  the  Chinese  female 
goddess Nuwa
13  nor the snake woman depicted in John Keats’s poem Lamia (1820), 
but directly transforms the dragon people from human females into the dragon form. 
Thus, Le Guin has separated them from the liminal beings, which, according to John 
Clute and John Grant, exist “at the threshold of two states” (581). Such a condition 
gives the liminal beings both wisdom and the ability to instruct, while also renders 
them dangerous and uncanny (ibid. 581). Take centaurs for example. They are “the 
product of a specific act of metamorphosis interrupted at a halfway point” (ibid. 581). 
                                                 
12  Orm Irian transforms into a dragon with “the great gold-mailed flanks, the spiked, coiling tail, the 
talons” and “the breath that was bright fire” (Tales 246). Tehanu also transforms into a similar imagery: 
she had bright mail with wings of gold (Wind 205). 
13  According to legend, Nuwa has the ophidian tail, but with a human head and torso. And Lamia is a 
beautiful queen of Libya who became a child-eating daemon. Her most famous image comes from 
Keat’s poem Lamia, in which she has a serpent's tail below the waist. Ou  29 
Since they are not capable of change or growth, they may become “figures of pathos” 
(ibid. 581). But it is not how Le Guin depicts the two dragon people. Their dragon 
form not only signals their high esteem and uniqueness, but also bestows them with 
immortality in the fantastic world. Because Le Guin’s dragon people are the complete 
metamorphosis,
14  such a transformation keeps them away from the correlation with 
the tribal worship and mysticism as the legend of Nuwa and Lamia infer. As a result, 
the metamorphosis of the two dragon people seems to reveal their true nature, which 
is the very essence of being a dragon. By following the example of Kalessin as a 
majestic dragon, the last two dragon people are capable of going beyond and revolting 
against the old order of Earthsea. They indeed prove the crucial significance of the 
Earthsea dragons which  formulates a contrast to those of the traditional draconian 
narratives. 
          But Le Guin’s modern and subverted dragon-lore is not fully accomplished until 
she demonstrates the “dragon-ness” in the characters of Orm Irian and Tehanu. As the 
bridge to the completion of the myth of dragon people, Orm Irian suffers first as a 
marginalized  naïve  girl  who  is  ignored  by  her  family  and  later  deceived  by  the 
sorcerer Ivory. But those miseries don’t prevent her from finding her way to be a true 
dragon. She might look like a country bumpkin at the first glance, but her innocent 
and honest nature leads her to seeing through the lies and oppression caused by the 
patriarchal  society.  It  is  the  reason  why  Orm  Irian  can  be  the  first  Earthsea 
woman/dragon people that challenges the rule of the School of Roke. Her dragon-ness 
frees  her  from  the  social  constraint  and  paves  the  way  that  leads  to  a  new  order 
incorporated with Le Guin’s thoughtful feminism. 
                                                 
14  The word ‘metamorphosis” indeed means a radical change in English and it can be “involuntary 
and/or inherent in the subject’s nature” (Clute and Grant 641). Nevertheless, “whether longed-for or 
abhorred by the subject, it [metamorphosis] does not happen by accident; it comes from the nature of 
the subject” (ibid. 641). Ou  30 
Similarly,  Tehanu  undergoes  the  horrible  human  abuse  that  eventually 
disfigured her appearance as a human girl. With the unfortunate events occurred when 
she was only a baby, Le Guin notes “this child is innocence in a different sense of the 
word.  This  is  helplessness  personified:  disinheritance,  a  child  dehumanized,  made 
Other”  (“Earthsea  Revisioned”  175).  This  explains  well  that  the  burned  child  is 
destined to view things differently from the other human beings. That’s why Tehanu’s 
true nature of dragon-ness makes her always befriend with animals. She is also the 
last dragon people who is able to call  Kalessin  for help, and the Eldest comes to 
collect her permanently to the realm of dragons. Due to the reflection of the use of 
wizardry and the concern of Balance in Earthsea, dragons know they have to leave the 
human world. Flying away to the realm that humans can never reach is their only 
option. As Le Guin points out, to re-vision the malevolence of institutionalized power 
in Earthsea, “it can’t be a plain and easy way. It involves a leap. It involves flying” 
(“Earthsea Revisioned” 178). It is perhaps why Le Guin chooses dragons as the trope 
to re-think and reverse the earlier rules she sets up for Earthsea. Their “otherness” 
shows what needs exploring and discarding; it also guides the whole Earthsea to Le 
Guin’s new order that keeps seeking possibilities in the fantastic world. 
Le  Guin  is  probably  one  of  the  first  writers  who  tries  to  use  dragons  in 
expounding  the  troubling  gender  issue.  Indeed,  their  mysterious  conduct  and  the 
ability to fly in the sky all spell out the significance of dragons in human civilizations. 
Still, the complexity between dragons’ otherness in relation to what Le Guin defines 
as the wildness of the Earthsea dragons is not yet clarified, and will be one of the 
focuses in the following chapter. By moving the Earthsea dragons closer to human 
beings with the humanistic elements manifested in the dragon characters, Le Guin 
seems to suggest there is potentiality in shortening or erasing the gap between dragons 
and  humans,  especially  when  she  doesn’t  treat  dragons  as  animals  or  monsters. Ou  31 
However, when comparing the transformation of the dragon people with the magic of 
shape-shifting  in  Earthsea,  Le  Guin  seems  to  indicate  a  more  complex  dimension 
between  the  human-animal  relation,  which  involves  dragons’  wildness  and  the 
assumed humanity in human bodies. In Chapter Two, I will focus specifically on the 
three-folded relation between humans, animals and dragons. Chapter Two 
Dancing at the Edge of the Human World
1: 
Shape-shifting and Wildness in Earthsea 
                                                                          We polish an animal mirror to look for 
ourselves. 
—  Donna Haraway (qtd. in Liang 42) 
          As the daughter of the distinguished anthropologist Alfred L. Kroeber, Le Guin likes   
to  compare  her  fiction  with  the  work of  an  anthropologist.  She once  told  the  California   
Quarterly  in 1978, “my  father preferred to go find [other civilization]; I prefer to invent   
them” (Gilbert and Gubar 940, brackets original). Through writing, Le Guin elaborates the   
possibilities for humans while adding her incisive comments on reality. Le Guin’s rule of   
wizardry in Earthsea is one example to demonstrate her imagination and reflection on the real   
world.  Wizardry  is  not  the  trophy  of  superstitious  power  or  any  kind  of  transcendental   
force, but a systematic order that corresponds to Le Guin’s philosophical thinking.
2  Also, her   
world is not an allegorical one; every action, no matter how trivial it is, can always find the   
meaning in itself as well as in relation to other matters. However, the magic in the literary   
works, is frequently practiced in a way that they are the demonstrations of the use or abuse   
of power explored by powerful enchanters.
3  Although magic is a common practice almost all   
over the archipelagic world, unlike her predecessors who build up or follow the tradition of   
                                                 
1  The main title of Chapter Two purposely imitates one of Le Guin’s essay collections Dancing at the Edge of 
the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, Places (1989), in order to emphasize the marginalized situation and 
hybridity of the dragon people in Earthsea. 
2  As she mentions in the article “Dreams Must Explain Themselves,” she specifies her world is a Daoist one, 
which is not chaotic, but in order that is not what we are familiar with in reality (Language 45). In Chapter 
Three, the Daoist thinking will be developed in relation to Le Guin’s concept of wizardry and magic. 
3  The  use  or  abuse  of  power  by  enchanters  is  especially  common  in  some  classic  works.  Geoffrey  of 
Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain (1136) provides a good example as he creates the wizard Merlin, a 
double-natured folkloric hero with great gifts of prophecy and magic. Shakespeare’s Prospero in The Tempest 
(ca. 1610-11) is also a powerful wizard who is able to control humans and fairies at will by his magic book. In 
the 20th century, Tolkien’s wizards Saruman and Gandalf also follow the previous paradigm of wizards. Witches 
are also no exception in this tradition. The three wicked witches in Shakespeare’s Macbeth (1623) is one of the 
examples. However, the role of witches sometimes becomes more complicated than wizards or sorcerers, when 
earlier people easily associate their unusual power with the dark force of Satan. Ou  34 
using  magic,  Le  Guin  establishes  her  rule  of  wizardry  which  doesn’t  simply  involve  the   
manipulation of power among the gifted people. Nevertheless, in modern English, magic is   
easily associated with tricks and illusions. In her unbridled fantasy world of archipelagic,   
Le Guin carefully handles this familiar word. This is perhaps why, as Tom A. Shippey points   
out, Le Guin never describes a worker of magic as a “magician” because the term seems to   
imply “a practitioner of legerdemain” in the current sense (101). Accordingly, she borrows   
from Latin  “magus” to make the consistent use of the base-form  from which  “magic”  is   
derived, and adopts “mage” to replace the limited vocabulary for a worker of wizardry and   
magic. Several compounds such as “Archmage,” “magelight,” and “magery” are frequently   
used in the Earthsea Cycle (Shippey 101). The Earthsea magic is recognized as the effective   
power that shapes and influences all the institutions of the Hardic people (Tales 250). Still,   
using it is never effortless. As Patterners of Roke, who always live their lives in the Grove of   
Roke Knoll, keep reminding the wizards and mages that “their power was not theirs, but lent   
to them” (Tales 272). To use it, one must understand the cause and the effect on the overall   
balance of Earthsea. And such an art is not limitless, either. Wizards and mages only practice   
magic under the appropriate circumstances which don’t violate the Equilibrium of Earthsea.   
The concept Le Guin  sets on the Earthsea wizardry  is  what makes  her rule of  magic so   
different from that of the traditional fantasy discourse. With her coined words, Le Guin has   
created the new meaning of wizardry in her imagined world. 
The strength of magic lies in the words of the True Language in Earthsea. Taken the 
hidden  power  associated  with  natural  forces  like  the  earth,  the  water  and the  winds,  the 
language is closely linked to the balance of the Earthsea world. Knowing how to use wizardry 
and what consequences it will bring is the primary task for a trained wizard or mage. As the 
Master Hand (the instructor in illusion) on Roke teaches, 
                    Illusion fools the beholder’s senses; it makes him see and hear and feel that the 
thing is changed. But it does not change the thing. To change this rock into a Ou  35 
jewel, you must change its true name. And to do that, my son, even to so small a 
scrap of the world, is to change the world. It can be done. . . . But you must not 
change one thing, one pebble, one grain of sand, until you know what good and 
evil will follow on that act. The world is in balance, in Equilibrium. A wizard’s 
power of Changing and of Summoning can shake the balance of the world. It is 
dangerous, that power. It is most perilous. It must follow knowledge and serve 
need. (Wizard 43-4) 
In  other  words,  the  weaving  of  spells  is  based  on  knowing  true  names  of  things;  but 
just  knowing  the  name  is  not  enough,  it  also  depends  on  doing  only  what one  must  do.   
Such  a  rule  confines  “moral  boundaries”  in  Earthsea  when  one  applies  magic   
(Shippey  101).  A  true  mage  sees  things  as  they  are,  not  as  they  are  wanted,  so  their   
attitude  is  bound  up  with  a  profound  sense  of  respect  for  all  parts  of  creation.  It  is   
relatively  easy  for  a  mage  to  make  people  see  stones  as  diamonds  or  chicken  bones  as   
owls,  but  when  magic  ceases  to  be  effective,  they  will  resume  the  original  forms.  The   
true name of one thing helps to retain the real identity. However, when it comes to the matter   
of shape-shifting, Le Guin seems to propose another dimension, as she indicates via Ogion’s 
reflection, 
                    As a boy, Ogion like all boys had thought it would be a very pleasant game to 
take by art-magic whatever shape one liked, man or beast, tree or cloud, and so 
to play at a thousand beings. But as a wizard he had learned the price of the game, 
which is the peril of losing one’s self, playing away the truth. The longer a man 
stays in a form not his own, the greater this peril. (Wizard 125) 
As is indicated in the above description, the danger of shape-shifting from humans to other   
species  or  matter  runs  the  destructive  risk  of  losing  one’s  human  form  as  well   
as  humanity.  Earthsea  master  wizards  like  to  tell  their  students  a  story  about  “the  bear   
wizard.” The wizard liked to become bears so much that he turned out to be a real bear and   Ou  36 
couldn’t  return  to  be  a  man.  The  story  ends  tragically  when  the  bear  wizard  killed  his   
son and eventually got killed because of his bear wildness (Tehanu 11). In this tale, Le Guin   
has touched on two levels involved with the issue of shape shifters. First, animality seems   
to take over humanity as the magic makes an effect on the true being of humans. At the other   
level, Le Guin questions how people deal with the hidden animal, the wildness within human   
bodies. When shape-shifters cross over the boundary between different species, they truly   
risk themselves taking up animal forms that consume the human mind.   
Le Guin’s rules of magic are always clear and precise, but only in this respect, for the   
transformations  between  humans  and  non-human  beings,  she  seems  unable  to  provide  a   
satisfying answer to the puzzle that shape-shifting causes. Senior mages keep warning the   
young that it is perilous to turn into other species, so only under desperate situations can one   
turn himself/herself into other animals or matter. That’s why, throughout the Earthsea books,   
the  wizards  and  witches  like  Ged,  Serret  and  Medra  all  change  themselves  into  animals   
when they are  in desperate need to get rid of the  fatal threat.
4  Sometimes, wise wizards   
also  take  the  magic  of  shape-shifting  to  keep  the  well-being  of  the  Earthsea  people.  In   
Wizard,  Ged  changes  himself  into  the  dragon  form  in  order  to  defeat the  young  Pendor   
dragons (Wizard 88). Also, Ogion’s master, Dulse, changes himself into the earth in order to   
save the lives of people in town and he ends up sacrificing himself to stop the devastating   
earthquake (150). Still, some wizard takes the advantage of the shape-shifting to the false   
ends, as the evil wizard Early boasts his power by changing himself into a dragon in front of   
his army (Tales 99). With the varied cases of shape-shifting, Le Guin seems to show her   
unbound imagination by the means of the human body. If her wizardry is “artistry” as Le   
Guin  indicates  (Language  48),  she  seems  to  challenge  the  limitation  of  the  human   
body to the extreme in terms of magic. On the other hand, with the cases of shape-shifting   
mostly  occurred  between  humans  and  animals,  Le  Guin  also  suggests  the  undeniable   
                                                 
4  For the shape-shifting episodes, see Wizard 122 and Tales 45. Ou  37 
correlation  in  the  human-animal  transformation.  Although  the  humanistic  elements  in  Le   
Guin’s  dragons  seem  to open  up the  possibility of  blending  different  species  together  in   
Earthsea,  there  is  a tendency  in  Le  Guin’s  writing  indicating the  humanistic  elements  or   
humanity are unstable in the human bodies under the spell of shape-shifting. 
What  is  unsaid  behind  the  rule  of  shape-shifting  exactly  reveals  the 
incomprehensibility between humans and animals. There are many instances which suggest 
humans and animals share something similar but also possess something different. In John 
Berger’s words, “they [animals] are both like and unlike man [humans]” (6). If one gradually 
loses their humanity because they remain in the form of another species too long, does it also 
imply that there is some shared ground that connects humans and animals? Or to be more 
specific,  can  humanity  be  separated  from  animality,  if  humans  are  also  members  of  the 
animal kingdom? Then, what is to be a man? In Le Guin’s Earthsea world, there is no specific 
hierarchy among all living beings, but all the relations among living species in Earthsea still 
reflect the indispensable gap between humans and animals. Therefore, this chapter first aims 
to  discuss  the  Derridean  concept  of  abyss  between  humans  and  animals,  and  how 
shape-shifting  attempts  to  cross  the  divided  boundaries  among  different  species.  Second, 
because the metamorphosis of the dragon people can be viewed as the exception among all 
the shape-shifting in Earthsea, I intend to discuss their exceptional characteristics in light of 
Derrida’s  exploration  of  the  fantastic  animal  Chimera,  as  its  multiplicity  shown  in  its 
composite body correlates with the two beings of the dragon people. Last, such multiplicity 
comes to shape the wildness that Le Guin frequently refers to her dragon kinds. When the 
dragon people are marginalized in the human society, their two beings formulate different 
wildness  that  doesn’t  share  with  their  dragon  kinship.  By  analyzing  the  three  points 
mentioned above, I hope to point out how the wildness of dragons and dragon people differ 
from each other, and how such a difference accentuates Le Guin’s revision of Earthsea. 
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I. Tracing the Human-Animal Distinction: From the Past to Derrida 
It is true that Le Guin’s works are pertinent to the present ecological concerns, but 
criticism for this discourse hasn’t yet reached a scholarly consensus. When the major concern 
and revolt in eco-criticism is particularly for modern science and technology, it seems that 
only Le Guin’s reflection about the alienation of people from Nature sounds convincing when 
applied to such discourses. It also seems easily to label Le Guin as an ecofeminist, when her 
works  reveal  the  obvious  feminist  consciousness  along  with  the  care  for  the  living 
environment.  However,  what  ecofeminists  care  about  is  “the  dealing  with  practical 
environmental problems (for example, where to place nuclear waste dumps, where to build 
garbage  incinerators,  how  to  design  water  systems  in  Latin  American  villages)”  (Legler 
227-28). Therefore, for the ecofeminists, their job is “both an ecological and a feminist task, 
especially when “a patriarchal environment ethic has conceptualized land as ‘woman’” (ibid. 
227-28). Some of Le Guin’s works indeed belong to the ecofeminist discussion, but the world 
of Earthsea looks awkward when applied to the practice of ecofeminism (D. White 116). On 
the other hand, ecofeminism also shows its limitation when used to assess Earthsea. It fails to 
explain  the  role  of  wise  wizards  like  Ogion  and  his  master  Dulse,  both  of  whom  have 
demonstrated the Daoist care and appreciation about Nature. 
The distinction between humans and non-human beings is growing more evident when 
the development of human civilizations inevitably widens the gap between Nature and people. 
The  question  of  animals,  unfortunately,  was  once  neglected  in  the  Western  philosophical 
tradition. Aristotle claimed human beings were rational animals; Descartes asserted animals 
were no difference  from  machines, and Kant thought animals served only as  means. The 
biblical  stories  also  endorse  men’s  naming  and  dominance  over  other  species.  As  a 
consequence, human beings occupy the apex of the pyramid on the planet. It seems normally 
to take animals as things or tools in human cultivations. People are also used to legitimatizing 
the animal sacrifice and suffering for the sake of a more prosperous future. But with the rise Ou  39 
of phenomenology in the early 20th century, the issue concerning humans seems to interest 
academic discussions and therefore, its relation to animals starts to regain looming attention. 
Edmund  Husserl,  the  founder  of  phenomenology,  touched  upon  this  human-animal 
controversy when he develops his eidetic project in the tactile nature of intuition. As Michael 
Naas borrows Jacques Derrida’s analysis on the sense of touch, he points out that Husserl still 
privileged the human hand to be “the handiest example for understanding the uniqueness of 
touch but the best, exemplary example for showing what is uniquely human and unique to 
touch”  (262).  Around  the  issue,  Martin  Heidegger  in  The  Fundamental  Concepts  of 
Metaphysics, the lectures in 1920-30, rethinks the essence of humans and the distinction that 
differentiates the being of humans and animals. His three theses about the idea of a world of 
stones, animals and human beings, and the claim that “the animal is poor in world,” have 
caused numerous critiques of his anthropocentric conception (177).
5  As Matthew Calarco 
clearly  points  out,  Heidegger’s  main  concern  is  always  “the  uniquely  human  relation  to 
world” (“Heidegger’s Zoontology” 20). We feel no surprise that Agamben writes, 
As  is  well  known,  Heidegger  constantly  rejected  the traditional  metaphysical 
definition of  man as animal rationale, the  living being that has  language (or 
reason),  as  if  the  being  of  man  could  be  determined  by  means  of  adding 
something  to  the  “simply  living  being.”.  .  .  Heidegger  was  perhaps  the  last 
philosopher  to  believe  in  good  faith  that  the  place  of  the  polis  was  still 
practicable  and  that  it  was  still  possible  for  men,  for  a  people—  holding 
themselves  in  the  risky  place—  to  find  their  own  proper  historical  destiny. 
(50-75) 
Though Heidegger clearly distinguishes the animal instinct from that of mechanism, yet he 
still  confines  animals’  capability to  certain  functions,  which  is  in  contrast to the  endless 
                                                 
5  The name list includes Jacques Derrida, Jean-Luc Nancy and Giorgio Agamben, to name just a few (Calarco 
and Atterton, “Editors’ Introduction” xix). Ou  40 
human potentiality. Heidegger refuses to acknowledge that the animal can open themselves to 
other beings as such and his  biased opinion  has often aroused vehement criticism. Some 
critics have pointed out Heidegger’s discursive arguments about the human-animal relation 
eventually go into “a dead end” (Calarco, “Heidegger’s Zoontology” 28), because he still 
stays in the camp of philosophical anthropocentrism along with Aristotle, Descartes and Kant. 
Jacques Derrida, on the other hand, may be the most advanced thinker in the discourse 
of human-animal relation (Calarco and Atterton, “Editors’ Introduction” xxii). Among his 
prodigious writings, the most central work that best illustrates his essential ideas about the 
question of animals goes to The Animal That Therefore I Am,
6  the posthumous collection of 
his lectures at the Cerisy conference in 1997. When he writes, “[p]assing across borders or 
the ends of man I come or surrender to the animal, to the animal in itself, to the animal in me 
and the animal at unease with itself, to the man about whom Nietzsche said something to the 
effect that it was an as yet undetermined animal, an animal lacking in itself”(3), Derrida puts 
the human-nonhuman relation in the broader sense which not only questions our thinking of 
animals, but also touches on the issue of self-understanding. That is, how well we know 
ourselves. When Derrida extends his animal philosophy to the various contexts including 
hedgehogs,  his  pussy  cat  and  the  story  of  Chimera  (AIA  39),  his  scope  of  analysis  also 
pertains to the fantastic creatures in Le Guin’s Earthsea tales. As dragons feature notably in 
Earthsea, they more or less mirror the human world at the perplexing moments whenever the 
crisis occurs to people. The forging of dragons and humans into the dragon people naturally 
renders the boundary penetrable between people and non-human creatures. Hence, Le Guin 
seems  to  leave  the  reader  to  ponder  on  the  spectrum  of  humanity  and  animality  in  the 
double-being species as to break the rigid presuppositions about animals in human-defined 
categories.   
                                                 
6  Derrida, Jacques. The Animal That Therefore I Am. Ed. Marie-Louise Maller. Trans. David Wills. New York: 
Fordham, 2008, hereafter cited as AIA in the thesis. Ou  41 
For Derrida, the wholly other called animals is not simply put in a general category that 
shares with the same singularity. It is such a homogeneous concept of “The Animal” that 
constitutes the animal privation in logocentrism. He asserts there is “an abyss” between “the 
self  (this  ipseity)”  and  the  “I”  of  ‘I  think  [“I  think  therefore  I  am,”  Descartes’s  famous 
maxim]”  (AIA  50).  The  long  assumed  act  of  thinking  obviously  deprives  of  animals’ 
existence as they live in the human world. The fact that animals can’t speak human languages 
should not be considered as the fundamental problem. The question should go back to the fact 
that animals have been “refused the power to transform those traces [the animals’ capacity to 
track itself] into verbal language” (AIA 50). With the gaze, the eye contact with his little cat, 
Derrida announces that the animal’s gaze “offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human: 
the inhuman or the ahuman, the ends of man […]” (AIA 12). The idea of limit is essential 
under the development of the Derridean theory of animals. Derrida points out the problematic 
of Heideggerian concept of the animal as “the perverse reading,” which avoids speaking of 
the real life, and the word “spirit” (AIA 38-39). As Derrida writes in Of Spirit,
7  the concept of 
the animal’s being “poor in world,” as Heidegger proposes, “brings to the fore the ‘gnawing, 
ruminant, and silent voracity of . . . an animal-machine and its implacable logic.’ This would 
not only be simply ‘without spirit,’ but a figure of evil” (qtd. in Derrida AIA 38-39). In other 
words, Heidegger simply can’t admit that humans have their limitations on account of life 
and apparently he also underrates the animal life so as to claim their conditioned capability 
less powerful than human Dasein. 
Therefore, it is not difficult to follow Derrida’s use of neologism, l’animot, from the 
French animaux—the plural form of the animal but with the same pronunciation as l’animot 
(AIA  47-48,  emphasis  original).  Simply  put,  Derrida  tries  to  discern  “a  heterogeneous 
multiplicity of the living” and encapsulates animals’ plural singularity in a single, naked word. 
                                                 
7  Derrida, Jacques. Of Spirit: Heidegger and the Question. Trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby. 
Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1989. Ou  42 
When he claims his invention of the word is “not just to keep the word within quotation 
marks, as if it were a citation to be analyzed,” but as an intact word which indicates “neither a 
species  nor  a  gender  nor  an  individual,”  which  is  “an  irreducible  living  multiplicity  of 
mortals” to replace the Heideggerian privation of the animal lives (AIA 41). In this aspect, Le 
Guin’s dragon people in relation to animality and humanity can therefore be understood in the 
light of the concept of l’animot.
8 
 
II.  The Question of “the Animal in Me”: Shape-shifting and the Abyss 
          In the fantastic world, the magic of shape-shifting seems to fulfill the human wish to   
“be” something or someone else. In the account of King Arthur’s  legend by Geoffrey of   
Monmouth, Merlin uses his power to change the appearance of Uther Pendragon to that of   
Duchess Irgerna’s husband so that he can impregnates with her. Sometimes the magic of   
shape-shifting occurs in fairy tales, as Brothers Grimm’s version of “Prince Frog” indicates,   
the ugly frog is later magically transformed into a handsome prince by staying on a princess’s   
pillow one night. But in the two examples, what a person is turned into seems to have nothing   
to  do  with  one’s  original  nature  or  humanity.  However,  in  Earthsea,  Le  Guin  creates  a   
different  version  of  shape-shifting:  whenever  shape-shifting  takes  place,  the  person   
who uses this magic more or less is influenced by the creature he or she turns into. Le Guin   
delivers this sophisticated application of wizardry through Tenar, “he [a wizard] has to be   
careful. If he stays a bird, he begins to think what a bird thinks and forgets what a man   
thinks….”(Tehanu 10). It is this difference that discloses the ambiguous relation between the   
wizard/witch  and  the  animals  they  choose  to  become.  In  addition,  the  human  desire  to   
become  or  imitate  other  species  never  diminishes  from  our  civilization.  As  Claude   
Lévi-Strauss  comments  on  totemism,  he  relates  his  point  to  Rousseau’s  reasoning,  “it  is   
                                                 
8  L’animot  is a  very  important  concept  in the  Derridean animal  discourse,  which not  only  transgresses  the 
grammatical laws but also empowers animals’ multiplicities and heterogeneity in a single word. I continue the 
analysis of the coinage in relation to Chimera later in the thesis. See p.18. Ou  43 
because  man  originally  felt  himself  identical  to  all  those  like  him  (among  which,  as   
Rousseau explicitly says, we must include animals) that he came to acquire the capacity to 
distinguish  himself  as  he  distinguishes  them”  (qtd.  in  Berger  7).  In  some  non-Western   
societies, say, the Native American tribes, either imitating animals or clothing the animal hide   
or fur is the way to engage in specific animal skills or strength. It is especially important in   
hunting cultures because when hunters take the shape of a hawk or wolf or some other wild   
animals, they might gain the special powers from these animals which can help them achieve   
particular goals (A. Macdonald, et al, 228).
9 
However,  for  Le  Guin,  the  art  of  shape-shifting  is  not  simply  to  achieve  certain 
practical goals;  it  involves the  fundamental constitution of a  living  being. Shape-shifting, 
therefore,  has  become  a  phenomenon  that  can’t  be  explained  away  simply  by  its  literal 
indication. As we all know, the most powerful shape-shifting in Earthsea is absolutely not like 
cloth-changing. An ordinary sorcerer can make himself look like somebody else or like an 
animal, but for true wizards and mages, “they can be the mask, they can truly change into 
another being,” says the character Tenar in Tehanu (10). Taken the danger of using the magic 
into consideration, shape-shifting  is similar to the process of giving and taking under the 
well-constructed  concept of  balance.
10  When  transformation  is  done,  one  gives  away  the 
original humanity to the nonhuman/inhuman elements that blend into the corporal makeup. 
As Le Guin keeps reminding us, there is no guarantee for a shape-shifter to return to the 
human form with humanity as usual. People might lose the original humanity, a price that 
might  have  to  be  paid  for  transformation.  Therefore,  the  subjectivity  of  the  transformed 
shape-shifter suddenly becomes problematic when the relation to self comes into play. Indeed, 
                                                 
9  As the authors note in the glossary of the book Images of Native Americans in Recent Popular Fiction, a 
mysterious relation exists between humans and animals in Native American beliefs, which might be manifested 
in the idea of spirits in animal forms. Buffalos, otters, coyotes and crows are famous animal guardians which 
often play the role of the messengers in special ceremonies or occasions. The particular goals indicated here 
involve the matters of hunting, healing, protection and so on. See more A. Macdonald, et al, 287-88. 
10  The concept of balance or Equilibrium (in Le Guin’s term) will be developed in Chapter Three. For Chapter 
Two,  I  will  focus  mainly  on  the magic  of  shape-shifting in relation  to  the  boundaries  between human and 
animals/dragons. Ou  44 
we can’t help asking the question: who is “it/he/she” when a person is under the condition of 
shape-shifting? 
In  “‘Eating  Well,’  or  the  Calculation  of  the  Subject,”
11  Derrida  has  proposed  a 
non-classical subject in the traditional philosophical discourse. As he defines his non-classical 
subject, he seems to help address the question I  just asked: “who” is  he/she/it under the 
condition of shape-shifting? For the rapport to self, Derrida points out the first consideration 
to the new formulation of the “subject,” 
                    The relation to self, in this situation, can only be différance, that is to say alterity, 
or trace.  Not only  is  the  obligation  not  lessened  in  this  situation,  but on the 
contrary, it finds in it its only possibility, which is neither subjective nor human. 
Which doesn’t mean that it is inhuman or without subject, but that is out of this 
disclosed affirmation (thus without “firmness” or “closedness”) that something 
like  the  subject,  man,  or  whoever  it  might  be  can  take  shape.  (100;  italics 
original) 
The  notion  of  subject,  in  Derrida’s  attempt  to  cast  off  the  shadow  of  the  stratified   
concepts  about  subjectivity,  is  thus  endowed  with  a  certain  freedom  to  flow  without   
presuppositions.  When  he  aims  at  the  deconstruction  of  the  “subject”  in  the  structure   
of the classical subject, he emphasizes that a certain “responsibility”
12  should be added to the   
older formation of subject. He notes, 
The singularity of the “who” is not the individuality of a thing that would be 
identical to itself, it is not an atom. It is a singularity that dislocates or divides 
itself  in gathering  itself together to answer to the other, whose call somehow 
precedes its own identification with itself, for to this call I can only answer, have 
                                                 
11  It is an interview with Jacques Derrida, and it will be cited hereafter as “Eating Well.” 
12  This  “responsibility”  is  the  second  consideration  put  into  the  formation  of  the non-classical  subject  and 
Derrida expounds it at some length in the following weaving of his arguments about subject in “Eating Well.” 
More discussions will follow in the latter part of this chapter. Ou  45 
already answered, even if I think I am answering “no.” (100; italics original) 
Derrida goes on claiming he inevitably returns to “a distinction between the human relation to 
self” and also to “a nonhuman relation to self, incapable of the phenomenological as such,” 
and is back to “the question of the animal” once again (“Eating Well” 105). For Derrida, it is 
not only an inevitable but also necessary route of tracing because he knows well enough that 
although  animals  are  capable  of  “auto-affection,”  such  capability  doesn’t  grand  them 
subjectivity (“Eating Well” 105). The magic of shape-shifting, in this sense, really entangles 
the  question  of  man-animal  relation.  Undoubtedly,  shape-shifting  or  transformation  from 
humans to other animals renders the solid boundaries between humans and animals, and starts 
effacing the humanistic subjectivity that is naturally bound up with human arrogance in the 
world of living creatures. But in the process of shape-shifting, whether willingly or not, the 
human body has to be turned into a non-human form. Therefore, metaphysically speaking, 
humanity and animality are juxtaposed in the same living being, which more or less indicates 
the original humanity has been mutated in some way. The demarcation between humans and 
animals,  as  a  result,  keeps  haunting  the  thinking  of  human-animal  relation  in  terms  of 
shape-shifting. 
          Derrida has demonstrated in many articles that the question of the animal maintains 
undivided connections to numerous topics on laws, ethics and politics. When he confesses 
that the encounter with his pet cat in the house, the eye contact of the cat unexpectedly throws 
him into the whirlpool of the animal discourses. Derrida spends some length to emphasize 
what he encounters is “a real cat,” instead of the cats we are familiar with in the culture and 
literature. He says, 
                    No, no, my cat, the cat that looks at me in my bedroom or bathroom, this cat that 
is perhaps not “my cat” or “my pussycat,” does not appear here to represent, like 
an ambassador, the immense symbolic responsibility with which our culture has 
always charged the feline race, from La Fontaine to Tieck (author of “Puss in Ou  46 
Boots”), from Baudelaire to Rilke, Buber, and many others. If I say “it is a real 
cat” that sees me naked, this is in order to mark its unsubstitutable singularity. . . . 
It  is  true  that  I  identify  it  as  a  male  or  female  cat.  But  even  before  that 
identification,  it  comes  to  me  as  this  irreplaceable  living  being  that  one  day 
enters my space, into this place where it can encounter me, see me, even see me 
naked. Nothing can ever rob me of the certainty that what we have here is an 
existence  that  refuses  to  be  conceptualized  [rebelled  à  tout  concept]. (AIA  9; 
italics original) 
The  question  of  “the  animal  in  me”  (AIA  3), through the  bottomless  gaze  of  a  cat, tells 
Derrida its own subjectivity, which has been silenced by human languages. So at the moment 
when Derrida realizes the significance of the cat’s gaze, he immediately proclaims, “the gaze 
called ‘animal’ offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human: the inhuman or the ahuman, 
the  ends  of  man,  that  is  to  say,  the  border-crossing  from  which  vantage  man  dares  to 
announce himself to himself, thereby calling himself by the name that he believes he gives 
himself” (AIA 12). The limit of humans, when one follows Derrida’s discourse, is extended to 
be the abyss between humans and animals. Even though Derrida poses a friendly gesture to 
the wholly other called animals, the gap exists and hinders the mutual understanding between 
humans and non-human beings.
13 
          As John Berger puts it well, “the animal scrutinizes him [human] across a narrow abyss 
of  non-comprehension”  (5),  and  even  the  animal  is  domesticated,  as  we  have  seen  in 
Derrida’s  example,  it  can  also  surprise  the  man.  In  a  more  profound  language,  Berger 
continues,  “a  power  is  ascribed  to  the  animal,  comparable  with  human  power  but  never 
coinciding with. The animal has secrets which, unlike the secrets of caves, mountains, seas, 
                                                 
13  In their relationship, no matter how hard humans have been trying to be hospitable to the non-human beings, 
something essentially unknowable is always out there stuck in-between. But this “unknowability” seems to be 
ignored by Cartesianism. When Descartes states, “I think; therefore I am,” the speaking “I” as a thinking human 
subject, who assumes to know everything, dogmatically determines how he/she thinks of the Self-Other relation. Ou  47 
are specifically addressed to man” (5). Perhaps the secrets of animals are the part of the 
causes that build up the non-comprehension  between  humans and animals. The abyss, as 
Berger and Derrida both suggest, manifests the irreducible differences between humans and 
animals. Even among the close species like the “higher primates” and Man, the gap is in any 
case abyssal (Tomorrow
14  66). In addition, the general concept of animality, on the other 
hand,  further  fossilizes  the  traditional  anthropocentrism.  When  humans’  capability  of 
speaking  is  privileged  by  humans  over  the  sound  of  the  other  beings,  the  word  “I”  is 
“anybody at all; ‘I’ am anybody at all, and anybody at all must be able to say ‘I’ to refer to 
herself,  to  his  own  singularity”  (AIA  49).  Animality,  therefore,  remains  questionable  as 
Derrida analyses,   
By contrast, animality, the life of the living, at least when one claims to be able 
to  distinguish  it  from  the  inorganic,  from  the  purely  inert  or  cadaverous 
physico-chemical,  is  generally  defined  as  sensibility,  irritability  and 
auto-motricity, a spontaneity that is capable of movement, of organizing itself 
and affecting itself, marking, tracing, and affecting itself with traces of its self. 
(AIA 49; emphasis original) 
Animals, on the basis of such definitions of animality, are eventually put in a homogenous 
category  in  relation  to  Man,  the  superior  species.  Derrida  takes  pains  to  clarify  the 
problematic Cartesian definition which constitutes the humanistic bias towards other living 
beings. With his concept of “the abyss,” Derrida once again reminds us that the gap between 
humans  and  animals  is,  therefore,  not only a  split,  but the  extension  that  starts  with  the 
“abyssal” limits and Man can never transgress it. 
He further suggests that there should be no fixed edges between the limits of the abyss 
for humans and animals. He theorizes the abyssal limits as follows, 
                                                 
14  Jacques  Derrida  and and Elizabeth  Roudinesco.  For  What  Tomorrow.  . .  :  A  Dialogue. Trans.  Jeff  Fort. 
Standford: Standford UP, 2004, hereafter cited as Tomorrow. Ou  48 
It concerns or puts into effect another logic of the limit….The End of Man and 
followed  by  The  Crossing  of  Borders,  have  been  devoted  to  a  properly 
transgressal if not transgressive experience of limitrohphy. Let’s allow that word 
to have a both general and strict sense: what abuts onto limits but also what feeds, 
is  fed,  is  cared  for,  raised  and  trained,  what  is  cultivated  on  the  edges  of  a 
limit. . . . Limitrophy is therefore my subject. Not just because it will concern 
what sprouts or grows at the limit, around the limit, by maintaining the limit, but 
also  what  feeds  the  limit,  generates  it,  raises  it,  and  complicates  it. (AIA  29, 
emphasis original) 
As  he  repeatedly  stresses  in  an  interview,  “Of  course  there  are  irreducible  differences, 
uncrossable borders between so many species of living beings. Who can deny this without 
pushing blindness to the point of stupidity [bêtise]? But there is not only one border, unified 
and  indivisible,  between  Man  and  the  Animal”  (Tomorrow  66).  The  Derridean  abyss, 
consequently, “doesn’t describe two edges, a unilinear and indivisible line having two edges, 
Man and the Animal in general” (AIA 31). To argue against “the common sense which has 
been constructed the relation to the self and the presentation of self of human life,” Derrida 
continues,   
                    Everything  I’ll  say  will  consist,  certainly  not  in  effacing  the  limit,  but  in 
multiplying its figures, in complicating, thickening, delinearizing, folding, and 
dividing the  line precisely  by  making  it  increase and  multiply. Moreover, the 
supposed first or literal sense of trephō is just that: to transform by thickening, 
for example, in curdling milk. So it will in no way mean questioning, even in the 
slightest, the limit that we have had a stomachful of, the limit between Man with 
a capital M and Animal with a capital A. (AIA 29; italics original) 
With  the  abyss  as  well  as  the  multiplied  limitrophy,  we  find  space  for  shape-shifters  to 
transform themselves and keeps a certain “non-humanity” that enable them to turn over in the Ou  49 
abyss between humans and animals. Truly, it is impossible to fully understand what animals 
feel or how they look at humans, but some “responsibility,” as Derrida proposes, at least tries 
to abandon the classical subject that only privileges humans. In this regard, “it is perhaps 
‘worthy’ of humanity to maintain a certain inhumanity, which is to say the rigor of a certain 
inhumanity”  (“Eating  Well”  110).  In  Le  Guin’s  terms,  it  is  “the  animal  within  us,  the 
primitive, the dark brother” (Language 63). For her, the animal instinct in contrast to human 
reason is never blind and senseless. When people might be limited to their regular thoughts, 
perhaps animals can see the whole aspects of things to serve as the “guide” for people (ibid. 
63). Based on Derrida and Le Guin’s thinking of animals, they both offer a new perspective 
to look at the non-humanity and animality of animals, reminding us of the entangled relation 
between  humanity  and  animality/non-humanity,  which  cannot  be  overlooked  under  the 
sovereignty of anthropocentrism. 
Take  Ged’s  transformation  into  a  hawk  for  example  once  again.  His  master  Ogion 
recognized him by the look of the bird directly on the old mage. When the hawk-Ged turned 
back to be the appearance of the person Ged, “he was savage and silent when he woke” 
(Wizard 126). The danger of risking oneself of losing the original humanity illustrates clearly 
by the slow recovery from an animal-like person to be the person Ged again: “Ogion never 
spoke to him, but gave him meat and water and let him sit hunched by the fire, grim as a great, 
weary, sulking hawk. When night came he slept. On the third morning he came in to the 
fireside  where  the  mage  sat  gazing  at  the  flames,  and  said,  ‘Master.  .  .’”(Wizard  126). 
Obviously, Ged went through the gradual becoming of Man from the extreme hawk animality 
that the magic of shape-shifting lays on his body. His subjectivity, in this sense, flows from 
animality to humanity and is no longer the Heideggarian Dasein, which only considers the 
rapport to the human self. When Ged does the shape-shifting, the humanity and animality 
inside  him, reaches a homeostatic balance so as to make  him  freely transform  into other 
animals and back to be a man again. The fact that the animal as the wholly other is indeed Ou  50 
undeniable,  but  we  can’t  forget  the  flowing  animality  within  the  human  body  as  Ged’s 
example indicates. When Derrida’s cat looks at him like a mirror reflecting the end of Man, 
and  when  the  hawk  Ged  and  the  human  Ged  in  the  fantastic  world  suggest  a  flowing 
subjectivity  between  humans  and  animals,  even  though  the  abyss  is  uncrossable  and 
bottomless, we know that humanity is no longer the only concern in relation to the question 
of  the  animal,  but  serves  as  the  thinking  point  that  starts  reshaping  the  human-animal 
discourse. 
 
III.  Chimerical Multiplicity: On the Mixed Nature of Dragon People 
The motif of shape-shifting, in the case of the dragon people, is far more complicated 
than those of the human wizards and witches; their transformation is truly beyond the power 
of wizardry. Just as Tenar told Therru, “it was about being two things, two beings, at once, 
and in the same form” (Tehanu 11). The true beings of Orm Irian and Tehanu are mystically 
pertinent to their kinship with dragons. In this respect, their shape-shifting, or metamorphosis, 
touches on the issue of the mixed nature in a single form of life. The formation of the dragon 
people, with the gradual importance they demonstrate in the second trilogy, indicates that an 
older  frame  of  boundary  has  been  broken  between  humans  and  animals.  Therefore, their 
existence seeks a whole new perspective to delve into the question of non-human beings in 
relation to humans. They maintain the transformed self but they are not lost in the middle 
point of the two beings. It is the most significant part of their transformation because they 
have proved their spatiotemporal continuum, despite the radical changes both physically and 
spiritually.   
          Even though the transformation of the dragon people seems to put aside the problem of 
boundary-crossing  between  humans  and  animals  at  some  level,  they  are  eventually  two 
beings in one. The image of the hybrid, to this point, is related to the creation of the dragon 
people, but in a non-conventional sense. When Derrida extends his animal discourse from his Ou  51 
cat to his horde of animals  from his “memories” and the cultural heritages (AIA 37), his 
further development of the animal theory brings us back to the most “chimerical” discourse 
he claimed that he attempted to speak at the Cerisy conferences (AIA 23). But what is actually 
a chimera? When John Donne says, “a fancy, a Chimera in my brain, troubles me in my 
prayer,”
15  (Simpson  and  Potter  264-65)  it  is  certainly  a  difficulty  that  hinders  Donne’s 
concentration in private prayers.
16  But Chimera serves as the inspiration for the philosopher 
Derrida in his rethinking of the question of the animal. Before he goes on examining the word 
“the animal” critically, Derrida has brought up many questions about the fantastic creature. 
He asks, “is it an animal, this chimera, an animal that can be defined as one, and only one? Is 
it more than or other than an animal? Or, as one often says of the chimera, more than one 
animal in one?”(AIA 23). In the Greek mythology, Chimera (Latin: Chimaera)
17, a monstrous 
fire-breathing creature guarding at the entrance of Hádes, is the daughter of Échidna and 
Typhón,  the  sister  of  Kérberos,  Sphínx  and  Hýdra  (Bellinger  106).  As  the  symbolic 
representation of volcanoes in Lycia, Chimera has three heads: “in front it was a vicious lion 
with savage teeth and claws; in the middle it was an enormous goat with sharp, curving horns; 
and in the rear it was a huge serpent with poisonous fangs. A fire burned in its belly, and each 
of  its  three  heads  belched  flames”  (Curlee  26).  The  impression  for  the  creature’s 
“monstrousness,”  as  Derrida  annotates,  is  “derived  precisely  from  the  multiplicity  of 
animals” (AIA 41). Since it is a multiple animal, Chimera has become the guiding thread of 
Derrida’s non-classical subjectivity for all living beings. 
                                                 
15  The quote is from Donne’s sermon in 1626, at the funeral of Sir William Cokayne (or Cokain), an Alderman 
of the City of London. In this sermon, Donne was careful to uphold the practice of the Church of England 
against that of the Puritan dissidents who maintained the supremacy of the private spirit; the influence of the 
latter was steadily becoming more formidable during the time around 1620s in London. See Simpson and Potter 
19-22. 
16  The general theme of the sermon, as the editors sum up, is “one which always moved Donne profoundly, the 
imperfection and impermanence of all earthly things, and the certainty of death”(Simpson and Potter 22). But 
through this sermon, Donne also affirms his belief in the immortality of the soul and the resurrection of the body 
(ibid. 10). 
17  In Derrida’s AIA, he uses the English word “chimera” and the Latin “Chimaera” interchangeably. In the 
following quoted passages, I will just show the original texts without further footnotes. Ou  52 
          Through observing Chimera, Derrida points out that one of the biggest mistakes in the 
human-centered  discourse  is  the  appellation  for  the  animals,  which  naturally  ignores 
distinctions among animals. He continues,   
                    Animal  is  a  word  that  men  have  given  themselves  the  right  to  give.  These   
                    humans are found giving it to themselves, this word, but as if they had received it 
as an inheritance. They have given themselves the word in order to corral a large 
number of living beings within a single concept: “The Animal,” they say. And 
they  have  given  it  to  themselves,  this  word,  at  the  same  time  according 
themselves, reserving for them, for humans, the right of words, in short to the 
very  thing  that  the  others  in  question  would  be  deprived  of,  those  that  are 
corralled within the grand territory of the beasts: The Animal. (AIA 32) 
The function of the human language, under Derrida’s analysis, is turned into the legitimate 
way to deprive of the beings of animals, and also deprive of their response that is quite 
distinguished from a reaction. For Derrida, there is not only one opposition between humans 
and animals; the differences and singularities are multiple, between different organizational 
structures of  the  living  creatures. In  other  words,  no one  can  simply  compare  a specific 
person with a specific pig without further explaining the purpose of such a comparison. And 
for  Derrida,  such  a  comparison  is  meaningless  since  this  comparison  has  effaced  the 
incomparable  subjectivity  of  the  person  and  the  pig. To  resist the  opposition  against  the 
general singular that is “the animal” (AIA 40), just as he used to find a middle voice from the 
word différance
18(“Différance” 7), he invents a new word to substitute for the deprived word 
the  animal,  and  at  the  same  time  reinforces  the  limits  he  repeatedly  stresses  on 
heterogeneities. He notes, 
                    I  was  tempted,  at  a  given  moment,  in  order  to  indicate  the  direction  of  my 
                                                 
18  In Derrida’s hypothesis of the word différence, he lets the word be designated “neither simply active nor 
simply passive,” but maintains “a certain non-transitivity,” “in a certain relationship with the structural limits of 
mastery—what is most irreducible about our ‘era’” (“Différance” 7, 8). Ou  53 
thinking,  not  just  to  keep  this  word  within  quotation  marks,  as  if  it  were  a 
citation to be analyzed, but without further ado to change the word, indicating 
clearly thereby that it is indeed a matter of a word, only a word, that word animal 
[du mot “animal”], and to forge another word in the singular, at the same time 
close  but  radically  foreign,  a  chimerical  word  that  sounded  as  though  it 
contravened  the  laws  of  the  French  language,  l’animot.  (AIA  41;  emphasis 
original) 
With exactly the same pronunciation, Derrida’s neologism “l’animot” successfully replaces 
the limited definition to “the animals” in the French plural form “les animaux” (AIA 47) and 
also covers the multiplicity of the various animals in a single word “l’animot.” As he goes on 
explaining, he points out it is “neither a species nor an individual,” “it is an irreducible living 
multiplicity of  mortals,  and  rather  than  a  double  clone  or  a portmanteau  word,  a  sort of 
monstrous hybrid, a chimera waiting to be put to death by its Bellerophon” (AIA 41; emphasis 
mine). Bellerophone is actually a symbol of the tragic hero in the Greek Mythology, who 
killed the so-called invincible monster Chimera in his three-trial challenges. But on the other 
hand,  Bellerophone  is  also  the  archetypal  hunter,  as  the  dragon-slayers  that  have  been 
discussed  in  Chapter  One,  implying  the  hierarchy  in  the  chain  of  life  and  the  human 
conquering over the  mysterious Nature. Therefore, Chimera  is demonized  by  its  multiple 
animality within  its singular form; the uncompromising hybridity within the  formation of 
Chimera  is  simply  equated  to  the  evil  power  that  threatens  human  territories.  Derrida 
ingeniously takes the advantage of the chimerical traits of this creature and returns to the 
thinking of its irreplaceable multiplicity by the neologism “l’animot,” as a way not to simply 
efface everything that separates humans and non-human beings. 
          L’aminot,  as  a  Derridean  coinage  to  deconstruct  the  boundaries  between  different 
species,  contains  three  heterogeneous  elements  that  manifest  its  neutral  denotation  in  an 
unaccustomed  way.  First,  by  making  the  plural  of  animals  heard  in  the  singular,  Derrida Ou  54 
avoids assembling “the single figure of an animality that is simply opposed to humanity” 
(AIA 47). Derrida knows quite well that when humans set “the Animal” in general, the animal 
is therefore “spoken of in the general singular” (AIA 40-1). The bias for animals, accordingly, 
will  bring  the  concomitant  effect  “to  the  whole  animal  realm  with  the  exception  of  the 
human” (AIA 41). It also indicates that the concept of singularity  is only  left to humans; 
animality, on the other hand, is equated with bestiality that is impossible to compete with 
humanity. Second, with the word “l’animot,” Derrida brings us back “to the word named a 
noun [nommé nom]” (AIA 48). In order to let animals not to be conditioned by language, 
Derrida explains, “it opens onto the referential experience of the thing as such, as what it is in 
its being, and therefore to the stakes involved in always seeking to draw the limit, the unique 
and indivisible limit held to separate human from animal. . . The animal would in the last 
instance be deprived of the word, of the word that one names a noun or name” (AIA 48). 
Third, since the word “l’animot” includes living beings, “it would not be a matter of ‘giving 
speech  back’  to  animals  but  perhaps  of  acceding  to  a  thinking,  however  fabulous  and 
chimerical it might be, that thinks the absence of the name and of the word otherwise, and as 
something other than a privation” (AIA 48). With the chimerical multiplicity indicated by the 
coinage  “l’animot,”  Derrida  finds  the  trace that  has  been  ignored  between  humanity  and 
animality. Just as différence signifies both the present and the absent, the trace also marks the 
past and the future that seems to be entangled in the abyss between humans and animals. That 
is, it not only locates the blind spot of thinking but also points out the differentiation in each 
constitution of living beings. 
          In this sense, Derrida seems to provide a possible explanation for the mixed nature of 
the dragon people when he relates Chimera in his discursive remarks about animals. When 
the dragon people exist “with human mind and dragon heart” (Tehanu 15), what does Le 
Guin mean by such a poetic description? With the tail as a serpent, Chimera is considered to 
be “the most fabulous, the most chimerical, like the dragon, and also the most cunning: the Ou  55 
cunning genius of the animal, the evil genius as animal, perhaps. A question concerning the 
serpent again, concerning evil and shame” (Derrida, AIA 46). It is true that dragons are the 
cunning figures in the literary narratives and mythologies, so when Chimera is described with 
a  tail  that  grows  the  head  of  the  snake,  all  the  related  associations  help  to  exhibit  the 
significance  of  the  serpent.  But  for  Derrida  and  Le  Guin,  they  de-mystify  the  evil  part 
inherent in Chimera and the dragon people. When Derrida contends there is the irreplaceable 
multiplicity  within  the  living  beings,  we  can  look  at  the  creature  Chimera  from  a  new 
perspective. Dragon people, in this way, are similar to Chimera because they are also the 
creatures with  more than one being. Both their human  identity and the dragon blood are 
equally essential for their true beings. Also, compared to Chimera’s composite body, the inner 
nature  of  the  dragon  people  is  the  composite  of  humans  and  dragons.  Their  wildness, 
accordingly, develops a bottomless abyss which sustains their between-ness as both human 
and dragon. If différence cannot be exposed (Derrida, “Différance” 5), the mixed nature of 
Orm Irian and Tehanu can’t be simplified by appropriating them as either humans or dragons. 
The  concept  of  l’animot,  is  therefore  the  alternative  means  that  goes  beyond  the  limits 
between species, and the word also endows them with the wholeness of singularity, in replace 
of the residual humanity and underestimated animality. 
 
IV.  Wildness and the Dragon People 
          Wildness, in the scope of the thesis, refers to the generally non-human characteristics   
in Earthsea.
19  Since the first book of Earthsea, Le Guin has indicated there is underlying   
wildness in human beings. Ged’s childhood would be taken as the first example, and the story   
of the young prince Arren follows suit. The raft people, Le Guin’s most primitive humankind   
in Earthsea, exemplifies some advantage of being alien from the so-called human civilization   
because  they  are  the  last  people  that  is  unraveled  by  dark  magic  (Shore  167).   
                                                 
19  Another seeming exchangeable term, animality, would be referred mostly in contrast with humanity. Ou  56 
But  when  it  comes  to the  case of  the  dragon  people,  the  indication  of  wildness  turns to   
question the gendered heroism. The wildness of the Earthsea dragons, according to Le Guin, 
is “what is not owned” (“Earthsea Revisioned” 177; emphasis original). Dragons serve no 
masters and they belong to the realm of timelessness. That’s why in the world of Earthsea 
dragons  always  resemble  the  wild  power  that  stays  aloof  from  the  human  society.  By 
revealing  the  myth  of  the  separation  “Verdunan”  between  humans  and  dragons,  Le  Guin 
emphasizes that the human yoke is bundled with the use of wizardry and the dark side of 
humanity (Wind 105). The “wildness” for the Earthsea dragons, in this sense, need to take the 
human-dragon  separation  into  consideration.  Simply  put,  without  the  separation  between 
humans and dragons, there should be no division of the dragon’s wildness and the human 
yoke.  Even  though  the  word  “wildness”  seems  like  an  umbrella  term  encompassing  the 
non-human characteristics attributed to the dragons, I suggest there are still some differences 
between the wildness of the dragon and that of the dragon people. The birth of the dragon 
people complicates such wildness because they were not born in the form of dragons. Still, 
they have the potential to transform into dragon forms. The ordeals of Irian and Therru add 
distinguished  features  in  their  becoming  of  dragons.  Only  by  understanding  these  slight 
differences can one fully  illuminate and interpret the concept of “wildness”  in Le Guin’s 
writing. 
The separation between dragons and humans starts from the different choices the oldest 
race  in Earthsea  made. Dragons and  humans are once one people; they are all  beautiful, 
strong, wise and free in the ancient times (Tehanu 14). However, “nothing can be without 
becoming” with time,   
So among the dragon-people some became more and more in love with flight 
and wildness, and would have less and less to do with the works of making, or 
with  study  and  learning,  or  with  houses  and  cities.  They  wanted  only  to  fly 
farther and farther, hunting, and eating their kill, ignorant and uncaring, seeking Ou  57 
more freedom and more. (Tehanu 14) 
The wildness of the dragons seems apparently foolish and meaningless, but in fact, it involves 
the profound aspect that is different from the animal-like behavior. As Orm Irian argues for 
the dragon kinds, “do you think we dragons fly only on the winds of this world? Do you think 
our freedom, for which we gave up all possessions, is no greater than that of the mindless 
seagulls? That our realm is a few rocks at the edge of your rich islands? You own the earth, 
you own the sea. But we are the fire of sunlight, we fly the wind!” (Wind 194). That is, their 
wildness might look senseless for those who chose to “care little for flight, but gathered up 
treasure, wealth, things made [and] things learned” (Tehanu 14). The dragons that chose the 
power of flying freely connect their beings with the creation of Earthsea. It is Le Guin’s effort 
to stress on the importance of the dragons in relation to the oldest power of Earthsea, because 
dragons  serve  as  the  important  primordial  force  that  leads  the  archipelagic  world  to  a 
different meaning of freedom. Their wildness might appear to frighten people, but it is also 
where their strength lies in, making them capable of being free spatially and temporarily. 
          To discuss the wildness of the dragon people more specifically, Orm Irian and Tehanu 
were both born to the devastation and opposition caused by human evil and greed. The abuse 
and malign treatments to them expose the problems of the older system of Earthsea. Le Guin 
reveals the problematic of the patriarchal hierarchy by putting these dragon people as human 
females first. And she further underscores the evil acts of humans to indicate the suffering of 
the last dragon people. Orm Irian and Tehanu were once the victims of human languages; 
they were both betrayed by the people they used to rely on and trust.
20  When Le Guin revises 
the Earthsea world by rethinking her use of magic in the death realm, she ends up deciding to 
destroy the wall that is constructed with magical spells. This crisis also wakes up the dragon 
people among the human races. When Orm Irian and Tehanu transform themselves like the 
larva to the beautiful butterflies, their wildness is most manifest after a series of spiritual 
                                                 
20  See Tales 212-13 and Tehanu 1-6. Ou  58 
quests  in  the  human  world  and  it  is  through  the  wildness  that  empowers  them  to  save 
Earthsea. 
          Still, Ged reminds us, “good and evil belong to us, who chose to choose what we do. 
The dragons are dangerous, but they’re not evil. They’re beneath our morality, if you will, 
like any animal. Or beyond it. They have nothing to do with it” (Wind 45). That is, even 
though the dragon people have to be involved in the affairs about human good and evil, they 
eventually are not the part of the human yoke. Therefore, it is impossible to anticipate the 
reunion of dragons and humans. Just as Tenar thinks of Tehanu and Orm Irian, she believes, 
                    Unearthly, her Therru, the winged soul that had come to stay with her a while 
and was soon, she knew, to leave her. From fire to fire. And Irian with whom 
Tehanu would go. What had that bright, fierce creature to do with an old house 
that needed sweeping, an old woman who needed looking after? How could Irian 
understand such things? What was it to her, a dragon, that a man [human] should 
undertake his duty, marry, have children, wear the yoke of earth? (Wind 148) 
Despite the unreconciled difference between humans and dragons/dragon people, Le Guin   
takes the dragons as her metaphor for the human condition. As Susan Wood puts it, it’s her   
way “to find within herself pattern and archetypes common and meaningful to humanity as a   
whole”  (12).  The  two  dragon  people,  therefore,  are  especially  important,  as  they  are   
integrated  figures  between  humans  and  non-human  beings.  Their  empowering  is  also  Le   
Guin’s  defense  of  otherness  for  non-human  beings.  Their  otherness,  despite  their  human   
appearance  before  the  final  transformation,  seems  to  defend  the  animality  of  non-human   
beings. They have the animality and humanity well balanced within the same human bodies,   
and this balance reminds us of Derrida’s question about “the animal in me,” the part which   
is easily eclipsed by human arrogance. As Derrida coins the word l’animot to embrace the   
categories of humans and animals, the word also seems to help us to observe all the living   
beings the simple fact that they are living life forms. In this sense, Lao Tzu’s undistinguished   Ou  59 
wording for all the living beings may serve as a broader scope to examine the dragons as well   
as dragon people  in Earthsea. When we  juxtapose Lao Tzu’s concept of Nature with his   
Daoist discourse of nature, it’s not difficult to find the rapport between the two corresponds   
to  the  Chinese  belief:  the  ultimate  humanity  would  unite  naturally  with  Nature  into   
a complete whole.
21  In Chapter Three, I will go on expounding this part and re-examine   
Earthsea from the Daoist thinking. 
                                                 
21  That is the belief of “the union between Tien and Jen (天人合一),” the most perfect condition in the Chinese 
thoughts. Chapter Three 
Returning to Dao: Naturalness, Femininity and Change in Earthsea 
                                                                          I  know  birds  can  fly,  fish  can  swim,  and 
animals  can  run.  That  which  runs  can  be 
trapped, that which swims can be netted, and 
that which flies can be shot. As to the dragon, I 
don’t  know  how  it  rides  on  the  winds  and 
clouds and ascends to heaven. Lao Tzu, whom 
I saw today, is indeed like a dragon. 
— Confucius,  Shih  Chi — Records  of  the 
Historian (qtd. in Ellen M. Chen 7)
1 
          From  his  attempt  to  deconstruct  the  binary  division  between  animals  and  humans, 
Derrida has tried hard to reject the domination of logocentrism in the traditional Western 
philosophy. By doing so, he discloses an alternative pathway different from the convention of 
occidental  thinking.  Many  scholars
2  have  found  that  his  theory  of  deconstruction  reveals 
affinity to some oriental thoughts. They are particularly interested in the correlation between 
the Derridean theory, Buddhism and Daoism.
3  From Derrida’s animal theory and Lao Tzu’s 
                                                 
1  Chen adopts Edouard Chavannes’s translation of Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s Shih Chi (Les memoires historiques de 
Se-ma Ts’ien. Paris : Leroux, 1905) in her own book of Tao Te Ching (The Tao Te Ching: A New Translation 
with Commentary. New York: Paragon House, 1989). Ssu-Ma Ch’ien recorded Confucius’s consultation with 
Lao Tzu on rituals or “li” in the volume 63 of the pre-modern version, entitled “Biography of Lao Tzu and Han 
Fei.” Though the meeting has been doubted by many historians and scholars, Shih Chi (completed circa 104 B.C. 
to 91 B.C.)is still one of the ancient books that records the legend of Lao Tzu and his encounter with Confucius. 
Different meeting of Confucius and Lao Tzu are also documented in other historical books, but Shi Chi still 
remains the most trustworthy source about Lao Tzu in history. 
2   The  most  recent  book  concerning  the  theory  of  deconstruction  and  Buddhism  is  Buddhisms  and 
Deconstructions (New York: Rowman & Littlefiled, 2006). It’s a collection of essays around Buddhism and 
Deconstruction, edited by Jin Y. Park, with the “Afterwood” by Robert Magliola, who might be one of the first 
scholars devoted in this field since 1980s. Magliola’s book Derrida on the Mend (Indiana: Purdue UP, 1984) 
deals with the Derridean deconstruction and Nagarjuna’s middle path in the Madhyamaka school of Mahāyāna 
Buddhism. 
3  According to Wing-Tsit Chan, since the Jin Dynasty in China (晉朝；ca. A.D. 265-420), “there had already 
been  the  practice  of  ‘matching  concepts  [格義(ge  yi) ]’of  Buddhism  and  [D]aoism,  in  which  a  Buddhist 
concept is equated with one in Chinese thought. Thus tathatā (thusness, ultimate reality) was translated by the 
[D]aoist term ‘original non-being [本無/ben wu; pure being]” (Source 336). That’s the process of localizing the 
Indian Buddhism in the Chinese cultures, and that’s how the overlapping between the Chinese Daoism and Ou  62 
teaching, despite the fact that they come from different cultural backgrounds, I argue that 
when they both confront the limits of logos in their respective discourses, they produce a 
similar thinking system that help elucidate Le Guin’s revision of Earthsea, especially when 
she revises the use/non-use of magic in the fictional world as well as in the realm of death. 
But when comparing the two different thinking systems, Robert J. Sheogerd also adds, 
A comparison of Derridean deconstruction and philosophical Daoism thus should 
not  aim  at  turning  Derrida  into  a  Daoist  or  Daoism  into  a  protean  form  of 
deconstruction  (cf.  Berkson  1996,  p.98;  Wang  2003,  p.24).
4  Nor  should  it 
unreflectively  imply a  new  form of universal thought (Clarke 2000, p. 193).
5 
Instead, it should point to the different paths Derrida and Daoism take when 
confronted by the limits of the logos; for Laozi [Lao Tzu] and Zhuangzi a turn 
away  from  language-driven  knowledge,  while  for  Derrida  a  turn  toward  the 
political and ethical” (228).   
Both the Derridean deconstruction and the Daoist philosophy try to discover the blind spots 
of  the  language  structure  and  refuse  the  clear-cut  boundaries  that  philosophers  seem  to 
impose  the  various  systems  of  thought  by  ignoring  or  suppressing  the  indispensable 
differences. As the theory of deconstruction forgoes the idea about the ruling illusion of the 
Western  metaphysics,  Daoism,  on  the  other  hand,  uncovers  the  human  division  that 
artificially defines the world of living. As the famous orientalist R. H. Blyth says, “we live 
supposedly in a world of opposites, of white against black, of here versus there. But beneath 
this level of opposition lies a sea of tranquility in which all things are complementary rather 
than  contradictory”  (qtd.  in  Magliola  73).  By  examining  and  effacing  the  rhetorical 
                                                                                                                                                  
Buddhism comes into being. 
4  Berkson,  Mark.  “Language:  The  Guest  of  Reality—Zhuangzi  and  Derrida  on  Language,  Reality,  and 
Skillfulness.” in Paul Kjellberg and P. J. Ivanhoe, Essays on Skepticism, Relativism and Ethics in the Zhuangzi 
(Albany: State U of N.Y. P, 1996), p. 97-126; Wang, Youru. Linguistic Strategies in Daoist Zhuangzi and Chan 
Buddhism. New York: Routledge-Curzon, 2003. 
5  Clarke, J.J. The Tao of the West: Western Transformations of Taoist Thought. New York: Routledge, 2000. Ou  63 
misconception  that  confines  the  human  thinking, the  old  master  Lao  Tzu  establishes  his 
profound system of philosophy in his only book Tao Te Ching.
6  It is by the concise book that 
Le Guin, as a Western writer, goes on crossing the Eastern terrain of cultures both in her 
writing and her lifelong belief. 
The meeting of East and West often occurs through the exchange of translated works 
and the expansion of the readership. Paul Carus, a prominent American Buddhist author and 
philosopher in the late 19th and the early 20th centuries, published his first translation of the 
Chinese Daoist canon Tao Te Ching in 1898.
7  Though his edition is not the first translation of 
Tao Te Ching to the West, his version contains the printed Chinese text, with each character 
followed  by  a  transliteration  and  the  translation.  It  offers  the  reader  who  doesn’t  know 
Chinese an easier approach to the original text and provides a helpful access for people who 
are curious about the oriental philosophy. When Le Guin was around the age of twelve, she 
noticed a peculiar book on the downstairs bookshelf of her home (McCaffery and Gregory 
45). The book was one of her father’s favorites. She vividly describes her first encounter with 
the book in the introduction to her rendition of Tao Te Ching, 
                    The first Tao Te Ching I ever saw was the Paul Carus edition of 1898, bound in 
yellow cloth [and] stamped with blue and red Chinese designs and characters. It 
was a venerable object of mystery, which I soon investigated, and found more 
fascinating inside than out. (Lao Tzu ix) 
Le Guin noticed her father read the book often and wrote down notes on the margins of some 
                                                 
6  In the present thesis, I use the Pinyin system mostly to refer to the Chinese terms, authors and works. But for 
the reference to Lao Tzu’s work, I take Le Guin’s translation Tao Te Ching in the thesis, in order to conveniently 
discuss her book with other academic works. In the Chinese Glossary arranged in the back of the thesis, I list 
two  translations  (that  is,  Pinyin  and  Wade-Giles)  along  with  the  original  Chinese  for  all  the  key  terms  I 
mentioned in my project. In the major context of the thesis, except for terms that are shown for the first time, I 
will only list the English translation of the Chinese authors or works, without the original Chinese abreast. Also, 
to  make the  spellings  consistent,  I  take  the  liberty  as the  author  of  the thesis to  adjust translated  terms as 
necessary. 
7  Paul Carus (A.D. 1852-1919) actually worked with Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki (A.D. 1870-1966) to translate Tao 
Te Ching into English. However, without explanations, the republished versions of the Carus edition of Tao Te 
Ching seem to list Carus as the only translator. See more, please refer to the online Wikipedia about Suzuki. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/D._T._Suzuki) Ou  64 
chapters. She recalled in an interview,   
He [Alfred Kroeber] clearly got a great lifelong pleasure out of this book, and 
when  you  notice a parent doing  something  like this  it’s  bound to have some 
effect on you. So when I was twelve years old I had a look at the thing and I 
reacted the same way my father had－I loved it. By the time I was in my teens I 
had thought about it quite a lot. (McCaffery and Gregory 45) 
This early enlightenment of Tao Te Ching indeed opened the door for Le Guin to the world 
very different from her Western upbringing. It also nourished the young writer’s mind and 
thought, enabling her to build her own worlds of imagination in the future career. In fact, ever 
since Le Guin started reading Lao Tzu, she has never stopped thinking and reflecting the 
Daoist texts. She started to translate a few chapters in her twenties, and every decade or so 
she always told herself, “I’d sit down and really get to it” (Le Guin, Lao Tzu 107). Finally, in 
1997, Le Guin published her decade-long rendition of Tao Te Ching, for which she never 
considers it as a translation, bur rather “a Book of the Way accessible to a present-day, unwise, 
un-powerful  and  perhaps  un-male  reader,  not  seeking  esoteric  secrets,  but  listening  for  a 
voice that speaks to the soul” (ibid. 107-8).
8  Because Le Guin doesn’t know any Chinese, 
she did her rendition of Tao Te Ching first with the Carus edition and later compared several 
versions  of  interpretations.
9  Indeed,  with  her  lyrical  style  of  writing  and  the  choice  of 
wording, Le Guin’s version of Tao Te Ching is quite close to the spirit of Daoism.
10  She 
                                                 
8  Most of the reviews hold positive commentaries for Le Guin’s version. However, as Jonathan Herman points 
out, two problems in Le Guin’s version may mislead the reader. One is about the ambiguous use of Lao Tzu’s 
mysticism and the other is about the word “Daoist” as an interchangeable noun or adjective throughout the 
translation, for which Le Guin even made anachronistically splices into the text (688). 
9  Le Guin once said in an interview in 2002 about her rendition of Tao Te Ching, “I don’t really call it a 
translation because I don’t know Chinese. It is a version built up from all the other English versions, and a 
couple of French ones, and the Chinese word for word translation, and a lot of help from my collaborator who 
does know Chinese, ancient Chinese. It was a lot of fun, oh yes, it was wonderful to work out my own reading 
of the infinitely re-readable book” (Escudié 134). 
10  Le  Guin’s  rendition  may  not  meet  the  academic  standard;  however,  she  carefully  compares  several 
established versions of translation and makes insightful commentaries for the selection of sources (Le Guin, Lao 
Tzu 108-110). Le Guin’s clear explanation of her choice of sources also helps to trace the influence of the 
chosen versions and how she interprets certain Daoist concepts in her rendition. Ou  65 
considers her interpretations “idiosyncratic” and “unscholarly” (ibid x)
11, as she puts in the 
introduction to her book on Lao Tzu. But it never reduces the pleasure of reading her version 
and commentaries on the Daoist chapters. In addition, her careful handling with the gender 
issue in her rendition also corresponds to her awakening of feminism which is apparent in her 
writing after 1970s.
12  When some critics label her fantasy as the “ethical fantasy”(qtd. in 
Escudié 136), Le Guin responds,   
I don’t know what an ethic would be. I don’t know a clear idea. An ethic should 
be something one can state, as a proposition as it were, and I can’t. But I don’t 
know  what  the  philosophy  is  either,  except  for  [D]aoism,  the  [D]aoist 
understanding of how things work. The ethics of [D]aoism are very subtle, very 
complex, and rather reticent. There is no talk about good and evil or right and 
wrong, or very little talk. What would be the most natural way to do something, 
the easiest way to do something, that’s going to be the right way. But in what 
sense do  you take the word “right,” which  is such a tricky  word in English. 
(Escudié 136) 
Obviously, Le Guin seems to refuse any label on her writing, and she specifies Daoism as the 
philosophy that she can only respond to. Although Le Guin humbly admits, “I feel that as an 
outsider to Daoism,
13  however passionately sympathetic, I must be exceedingly conscious of 
                                                 
11  The perfect translation of Tao Te Ching, in my opinion, is simply impossible because the original Chinese 
remains mystical on some chapters. In addition, the Dao (the Way) isn’t something which can be explained in 
languages.  Le  Guin holds  strongly  of  her  opinion  on  some  wordings and  arrangements  of  passages,  which 
sometimes ignore the original Chinese texts. But this part is out of the scope of the present thesis; the main 
purpose of discussing Le Guin’s rendition of Tao Te Ching is to find more about the Daoism in tracing her 
thinking and the Daoist influence on the formation the Earthsea World. 
12  In Freedman’s Conversations with Ursula K. Le Guin, Le Guin often mentions the impact of the women 
movement  in  the  60s  on  her  and  her  writing,  and  she  claims  herself  as  a  feminist  several  times  in  these 
interviews. As she once said, “I consider myself a feminist: I didn’t see how you could be a thinking woman and 
not be a feminist. . .” (Le Guin, Language 155). 
13  Daoism and Taoism actually means the same word “道” in Chinese, while the former follows the Pinyin 
system and the latter applies the Wade-Giles system. Similarly, Daodejing or Tao Te Ching both refer to Lao 
Tzu’s  道德經  in Chinese, which is translated into different spelling systems; that is, the former is in the Pinyin 
while the latter in the Wade-Giles. In the thesis, I will follow the Pinyin system to refer to the Daoist terms, but 
for Lao Tzu’s book, I adopt Tao Te Ching to conveniently refer to Le Guin’s version. Meanwhile, for other 
related terms spelled in Wade-Giles, I will add Pinyin spelling in parentheses. Ou  66 
possible transgression” (“Epilogue” 411). Nevertheless, Le Guin still understands her role in 
the spread of Daoism in the West. She notes, 
Having  taken  upon  oneself  the  transmission  or translation  of  certain  texts  or 
ideas or ways of thought, one is responsible for them, protective of them. You 
want them to be understood rightly and respected for what they are, no trivialized 
and not misused. You feel toward them as the ecologist does toward a river or a 
desert: this is not to be abused, and if we use it we should do so very mindfully. 
(“Epilogue” 412) 
          Because of Le Guin’s discreet attitude for the Daoist thinking, there have been lots of 
scholarly  assessments  of  her  works  by  acknowledging  the  influence  of  particular  Daoist 
concepts on specific works.
14  Now with her rendition of Tao Te Ching, Le Guin indeed offers 
a helpful source that manifests her overall thoughts on Lao Tzu.
15  Though Daoist ideas are 
not  always  the  central  theme  of  her  novels, they  are  naturally  integrated  into  Le  Guin’s 
writing. The Earthsea Cycle, over more than three decades of weaving, the Daoist spirit has 
been  rooted  in  the  elements  of  the  Earthsea  world.  But  Le  Guin  not  only  addresses  the 
concepts such as Balance or Equilibrium in the fantasy series, the Daoist softness that Lao 
Tzu emphasizes in his concise book also gradually joins the author’s feminism from 1970s. 
Because Le Guin’s wiring is never violent and aggressive, her revision for the later Earthsea 
trilogy, especially the makeup of the dragon people, reinforces her fictional world as circular, 
not a linear one. Harmony is the ultimate goal that Le Guin sets up for the archipelagic world, 
so how she achieves it by the Daoist thinking is the main target of the present chapter. I 
intend to probe into this aspect first from Le Guin’s use of wizardry and relate it to Lao Tzu’s 
concepts of “zi ran (自然)” and “wu wei (無為).” Second, I extend the application of Daoism 
from the originally male-centered discourse to the femininity indicated in some protagonists, 
                                                 
14  See Oziewicz 123. 
15  Actually, Le Guin’s studies of Daoism range from Lao Tzu, to Chuang Tzu and she also extends her Daoist 
studies to the related book I Ching; she often quotes passages from the three books as epigrams in her novels. Ou  67 
and  argue  that  Le  Guin’s  “female  principle”  goes  hand  in  hand  with  the  femininity  and 
softness manifest in Tao Te Ching. Last, when Le Guin dismantles the gender limitation on 
her  dragons  and  the  dragon  people,  the  change  and  revision  in  Earthsea  present  a 
transcendental topography that forges the Equilibrium as an active, instead of static, balance. 
Also, the idea of complementarities is represented by the imagery of yin-yang through the 
female dragon people and several couples Le Guin arranges in the end of the last Earthsea 
novel. As Le Guin abandons the idea of the polarization and dualism, the Dao or the Way, the 
most important concept of Daoism, is vividly demonstrated by her words, and it also leads 
everything in Earthsea to an actual harmonious inter-connection. 
 
I.  Breaking the Myth of Progress: Lao Tzu’s “zi ran” in Earthsea 
          In  The  Savage  Mind,  Claude  Levi-Strauss  describes  the  Western  societies  as   
“hot  or  mobile  societies  that  are  progressive,  acquisitive  and  inventive,”  and  the   
traditional  societies  as  “cold  societies  that  maintain  their  equilibrium  and  are  longer   
lasting,  though  seemingly  more  static”  (qtd.  in  Ellen  M.  Chen  40).  Certainly,  the   
Chinese  societies  nowadays  should  not  be  counted  as  the  traditional  ones  anymore,   
but  the  Chinese  civilization  of  the  past  5000  years  does  nurture  its  societies  to  develop   
in  a  way  that  is  disparate  to  the  Western  cultures.  In  the  article  “Is  Gender   
Necessary:  Redux,”
16  Le  Guin  suggests  that  the  contrasts  between  the  Western  and   
Eastern  societies  eventually  engender  the  different  cultural  contexts.  As  she   
takes  her  sci-fi  novel  The  Left  Hand  of  Darkness  as  an  example,  she  says, 
“the  Gethenians  do  not  rape their  world. They  have  developed  a  high  technology,  heavy   
industry, automobiles, radios, explosive, etc., but they have done so very slowly, absorbing   
                                                 
16  Le Guin first wrote the article “Is Gender Necessary,” in a collection Aurora, edited by Susan Anderson and 
Vonda McIntyre in 1976. But in 1988, she decided to add her revision alongside with the original article to point 
out her later reflections on some points made in the previous article, and the added comments also serves as her 
reply to the earlier critiques for the article. The 1988 article was thus entitled “Is Gender Necessary: Redux.” Ou  68 
their technology rather than letting it overwhelm them. They have no myth of Progress at   
all” (Language 164). In opposition to the traditional mode of linear thinking in the Western   
societies, Le Guin acclaims the high civilization of China, which is especially modeled on a   
circular culture, valuing softness, yielding and humbleness. To be more precise, what Le Guin   
praises is “a [D]aoist ideal,” in her reflection upon the myth of progress in the European and   
American societies (Language 165). The Daoist society, as Le Guin refers to in her article, is   
one of the major thinking of the Chinese civilization. However, as Confucianism pervades in   
the  mainstream  ideology  of  the  Chinese  culture,  it  seems  that  Daoism  just  occupies  a   
secondary role in the Chinese societies. Nevertheless, to this point, Wing-Tsit Chan claims   
that Daoism is primarily influential in Chinese history, 
Chinese civilization and the Chinese character would have been utterly different 
if the  book Lao Tzu had never been written. In fact, even Confucianism, the 
dominant system in Chinese history and thought, would not have been the same, 
for like Buddhism, it has not escaped [D]aoist influence. No one can hope to 
understand  Chinese  philosophy,  religion,  government,  art,  medicine－or  even 
cooking－without a real appreciation of the profound philosophy taught in this 
little book. (Source 136) 
The two schools of philosophy play different roles in constituting the Chinese character and 
thoughts. But when Daoism pursues a tranquil way of life, it goes deeper into the inner part 
of people and seems to concentrate more on the individual life. 
          To describe the peaceful part of Daoism, Ellen M. Chen uses a lively image to explain 
this serene trait of Daoism, 
It  has  been  observed  that  Chinese  civilization,  which  values  gentleness  and 
yielding,  is  a  plant  civilization,  as  opposed  to  Western  civilization,  which  is 
modeled on animal life and characterized by struggle, conquest, and the survival 
of the fittest. This observation is fitting if we take the Tao Te Ching to be the Ou  69 
fundamental expression of Chinese civilization; its secret is its idea of [D]ao, 
modeled on the life of a plant. (41) 
What Le Guin puts into her making of the Earthsea world is such a quality of tranquility that 
seems distant to the industrialized and commercialized world. This seemingly agricultural 
society  is  mingled  with  the  amaze  of  wizardry  in  the  working  of  people  as  well  as  the 
Earthsea cosmos. “The  life of plant,” to borrow E. M. Chen’s words, is the fundamental 
conception when Le Guin portrays the Imminent Grove
17  on Roke Knoll, the magical center 
of Earthsea. The round-topped knoll rises up full  in the western sun, and  many trees are 
grown naturally in the woods. Ged told Tenar what the Grove is like and how magical the 
place is, 
                    It seems like any grove of trees, when you see it first. Not very large. . . . It looks 
like nothing much. But it draws your eye. . . . And when you walk in it, it seems 
ordinary again, though the trees are mostly a kind that grows only there. . . . 
Their leaves don’t all turn in autumn, but some at every season, so the foliage is 
always green with a gold light in it. Even on a dark day those trees seem to hold 
some sunlight. And in the night, it’s never quite dark under them. There’s a kind 
of glimmer in the leaves, like moonlight or starlight. Willows grow there, and 
oak, and fir, other kinds; but as you go deeper in, it’s more and more only the 
trees of the Grove. And the roots of those go down deeper than the island. . . . 
There,  all  magic  is  strong;  there  all  things  take  their  true  nature. There,  our 
wizardry and the Old Powers of the Earthsea meet, and are one. (Wind 182-84) 
One of the masters of the Roke School, the Patterner, Azver, always tells people to “hear the 
leaves,” and it is where he got the message from the trees that Tehanu, the woman of Gont, 
                                                 
17  In fact, as Le Guin is a native Californian, she once reveals her fascination for trees, “Trees are interesting to 
write  about  because,  particularly  in  the  Pacific  Northwest,  we  are  so  surrounded  by  them.  They  are  these 
presences that many people don’t even see. They don’t realize trees have different leaves, even. And here are 
these lives standing silently all around us, amongst which we exist” (Broughton 59). Ou  70 
will be the key savior of Earthsea (Tales 224). In Le Guin’s rendition of Chapter 16 of Tao Te 
Ching, the first passage unfolds what she thinks about the connection between the root and 
Dao through the image of plants,   
                    Be completely empty. 
                    Be perfectly serene. 
                    The ten thousand things arise together; 
                    In their arising is their return. 
                    Now they flower, 
                    And flowering   
                    Sink homeward, 
                    returning to the root.
18 
As E. M. Chen contends “the [D]aoist mode of spiritual life” is just like “the life of a plant,” 
she further explains, “With plants the hidden roots support the visible leaves and flowers, 
which return to the roots upon perishing (ch. 16.2). Likewise, [D]ao is the hidden root (ch. 
6.2), the non-being from which all beings spring (ch. 40.2) and to which all beings return (ch. 
34.3)” (Tao Te Ching 41). The concept of the root (gen [根]), as Yi Wu interprets it, is the 
beginning  of  the  creation,  as  is  shown  in  Wang  Bi’s
19  version  of  Lao  Tzu  and  Heshang 
Gong’s.
20  The root is the source of life and it is also where lives get re-born. Therefore, when 
looking back to the Grove on Roke, the mage Patterner states, “the Grove was, bigger inside 
than outside. . . . the forest is forever because it dies and dies and so lives” (Le Guin, Tales 
                                                 
18  I only excerpt the first passage of Le Guin’s rendition of Chapter 16 here. Because her version doesn’t follow 
the original Chinese texts, I list Wing-Tsit Chan’s translation to compare Le Guin’s in Appendix C. The Chinese 
texts are followed after the two translations.   
19  Wang  Bi  (A.D.  226-249)  was  a  Chinese  philosopher  in  the  Three  Kingdoms  period.  He  was  a  minor 
bureaucrat in the Kingdom of Cao Wei. He was most known for his commentaries on Tao Te Ching and I Ching. 
As Wikipedia adds, “the text of the Tao Te Ching that appeared with his commentary was widely considered as 
the best copy of this work until the discovery of the Mawangdui texts in 1973.” He died of pestilence at the age 
of  25.  See  more  on  Wikipedia  <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wang_Bi>  and  Baike 
<http://baike.baidu.com/view/51818.htm?fr=ala0_1_1>. 
20  The Heshang Gong Version is named after the legendary Heshang Gong (the Riverside Sage) who might live 
during  the  reign  (202-157  B.C.)  of  Emperor  Wen  of  Han.  See  more  on  <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Tao_Te_Ching>. Ou  71 
225, 236). By inventing the Grove, Le Guin seems to accentuate the quietude of the natural 
world and reminds the reader there is profound philosophy of life endowed in the tranquil life 
of trees. 
          Along with trees and plants, animals are also important under Le Guin’s delineation. 
The otak in the first Earthsea book, for example, would be one of the examples that Le Guin 
says something through the animal tokens. Just as she states in an interview, “animals are 
very important to me. I really am not happy if I do not have animals with me nearby. . . ” 
(Escudié 137). Though Le Guin doesn’t convey specific meanings through all animals in her 
books, she claims what she tries is to find the link between animals and humans. She further 
says, “there has always been an animal connection, very strong to me, and it seems to me so 
important. It is a connection and if it’s broken, something is terribly wrong” (ibid. 137). The 
little animal otak in Wizard saved Ged from the near death condition by licking his face. It 
also warned Ged of a gebbeth that walked with him, and finally was caught and slain when it 
tried to protect Ged from the gebbeth. That’s why Ged says in Wind, “the gift the animal gave 
me was not only life but a knowledge as great as I ever learned on Roke” (45). Ged’s words 
signal  the  essence  of  animals  in  Le  Guin’s  writing.  Though  there  are  not  many  animals 
depicted  in  Earthsea,  yet  the  few  examples  have  specified  the  life  connection  between 
animals and humans.
21 
          As the above quotations exhibit, Le Guin has highlighted the image of Mother Nature 
in Earthsea. Both animals and plants have taken essential roles in Earthsea. In Tao Te Ching, 
Lao Tzu uses a different term to describe the material world which contains animals, plants 
and other insignificant lives. He never specifically differentiates any kinds of species in his 
wording.  “Wan  wu  [萬物]”  (or  “the  ten  thousand  things”)  might  be  the  only  term  that 
explicates mostly about the Daoist forming of lives. As Lao Tzu says in Chapter 1, “Heaven 
                                                 
21  As  I’ve  pointed  out  in  Chapter  Two,  the  animals  appeared  in  Earthsea  don’t  practice  any  magic  in  the 
fantastic world, but it’s still without doubt animals take a unique role in Earthsea. Ou  72 
and earth begin in the unnamed: name’s the mother of the ten thousand things” (Le Guin, Lao 
Tzu 3). That is, as Dao is unnamable and unspeakable, “in its unnamable[sic] dimension,” 
“there are the “ten thousand things,” which can be named” (Schwartz 192). In contrast to the 
metaphysical concept of Dao that abides in the working of things, Lao Tzu depicts a physical 
world that is loosely compared to the ten thousand things. As Chapter 40 says, “all things in 
the world come from being. And being comes from non-being” (Chan, The Way 173), Lao 
Tzu repeats such a principle of life more directly in Chapter 42, “[D]ao produced the One. 
The One produced the two. The two produced the three. And the three produced the ten 
thousand things” (ibid. 176). When Daoists observe the physical world, the ten thousand 
things  would  be  the  objects  that  naturally  flourish  and  decease  in  the  working  of  Dao. 
Humans are certainly included in the so-called ten thousand things, and from this aspect, Lao 
Tzu regards the lives of humans and those of other species equally without any differentiation. 
That’s why he also reminds us in Chapter 16, through observing the growth and decay of 
things, that he sees their returning to the root, the center of Dao.
22  Although Le Guin makes 
the differentiation about humans, animals and plants in her Earthsea, she also adopts the same 
Daoist thinking about the physical world, and thus discloses Lao Tzu’s teaching in her own 
way. That is, when people listen to what the natural world teaches by their heart, they can 
truly realize that Dao exists and functions naturally within things. Nevertheless, the wording 
“natural” or “Nature” in English easily confuses people because they seem to suggest a link 
to naturalism and is labeled under the category of the modern environmentalist activities.
23 
                                                 
22  For detailed translation of Chapter 16, please refer to Appendix C. 
23  In  the  Chinese  philosophy  under  the  influence  of  Daoism  and  related  ideas,  Chinese  people  tend  to 
interweave beings together into a whole universe. As Thomé H. Fang contends in his book The Chinese View of 
Life, “Nature, for us [Chinese], is that infinite realm wherein the universal Flux of Life is revealing itself and 
fulfill everything with its intrinsic worth. Nature is infinite in the sense that it is not limited by anything that is 
beyond and above it, which might be called Super-nature. The fullness of its reality does not prejudice itself 
against the potency of God, for the miraculous creation may be continually accomplished within it. Nor is there 
any gulf between Nature and human nature inasmuch as human life is interpenetrating with cosmic life as a 
whole”  (11-12).  Or as  Yi  Jing,  the Book of  Changes indicates,  “the  fulfillment  of  Nature,  which  is  Life  in 
perpetual creativity, is the gate of Wisdom bodying forth the value of [D]ao and the order of justice [that is,  成
性存存，道義之門]” (qtd. in Thomé H. Fang 26). Ou  73 
Since the direct translation obviously misleads the core value of “zi ran” in Daoism, it is 
necessary to delve into Tao Te Ching, and see how Lao Tzu edifies this concept in his mere 
5000-word book. 
          “Zi  ran”  appears  in  the  five  chapters
24  of  Tao  Te  Ching,  some  of  which  are   
very  relevant  in  meanings.  With  the  varied  interpretations  of  the  Chinese  word  “zi   
ran,”  Xiaogan  Liu  proposes  a  syntactical  analysis  for  the  wording  of  “zi  ran”  in   
English, 
The word tzu-jan [zi ran] in the Tao-te-ching, as in classical Chinese in general, 
is  commonly  used  as  an  adjective,  as  for  example  in  ‘always  being  tzu-jan 
[spontaneous] without anyone’s command’ (ch. 51), or ‘the people all say that I 
am tzu-jan [natural]’ (ch. 17). Tzu-jan here essentially means ‘spontaneous’ or 
‘natural,’ ‘so of  itself,’ the word being a subject-predicate compound, namely 
self-such, literally meaning it is what it is by itself. However, as a philosophical 
concept, tzu-jan has been used as a noun, as for example in ‘helping the tzu-jan 
[naturalness] of the ten thousand things’ (ch. 64), and ‘the [D]ao models itself 
after tzu-jan [spontaneity]’ (ch. 25)” (212, emphasis original).
25 
To  solve  the  difficulties  when  translating  the  Chinese  characters,  Liu  further  suggests   
“zi  ran”  should  be  better  translated  as  “natural  or  naturalness,  spontaneous  or   
spontaneity”  in  English  (213).  As  for  the  natural  world  that  contains  all  creatures  on   
Earth,  Liu  maintains  the  closest  meaning  of  Nature  in  the  Chinese  equivalents  of  the   
Daoist  interpretation,  are  “t’ien  (heaven),”  “t’ien-ti  (heaven  and  earth),”  or  “wan-wu   
(the  ten  thousand  things)”  (212,  emphasis  original).  With  his  emphasis  on  naturalness   
                                                 
24  The five chapters are 17, 23, 25, 51 and 64. But in Liu’s article, he just discusses Chapters 17, 25, 51 and 64, 
without explaining why he skips Chapter 23. 
25  Liu’s translations for Tao Te Ching are adapted from Wing-Tsit Chan’s 1963 version for most of the parts in 
his article. 
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and  spontaneity  he  takes  for  the  English  equivalents  of  “zi  ran,”  Liu  extends  this   
concept  to  Lao  Tzu’s  another  concept  “wu  wei”  (non-action).  In  his  view,  “zi  ran”  and   
“wu  wei”  are  “two  essential  notions  in  [D]aoism,  whose  meanings  are  often  thought   
to  be  identical”  (211).  He  argues  that  “tzu-jan  is  the  cardinal  and  central  value  of   
[D]aoism  while  wu-wei  is  the  essential  method  to  realize  it  in  social  life”  (211).   
Consequently,  Liu  regards    Chapter  17  as  Lao  Tzu’s  teaching  about  the  ideal  king  of   
Daoism,  for  which  renders  “zi  ran”  not only  in  the  realm  of  personal  perfection,  but as   
the  advice  for  a  wise  ruler  of  the  earthly  world. But  in  Chapter  64  and  51,  Liu’s  focus   
goes  back  to  the  philosophical  part  of  the  human  life,  especially  the  living  wisdom   
that  concerns  the  human  world.  Liu  contends  that  the  Daoist  sage  should  “continue  to   
support  the  natural  and  spontaneous  existence  of  the  ten  thousand  things  without  ever   
daring to flaunt his intelligence, capability, or power over them” (215). In this way, Dao can   
be manifest because “zi ran” helps it to achieve an infinite, creative and powerful condition.   
But the most important passage on the notion of “zi ran” is in Chapter 25, which outlines “a   
cosmology”
26  of  Daoism  (Chan,  The  Way  144).  Scholars  have  had  varied  interpretations   
about the last line of the chapter.
27  In Liu’s opinion, however, the wording of “zi ran” in the   
last line of Chapter 25 should be taken as a nominal object, which helps keep its classical   
definition as naturalness or spontaneity.
28  In contrast to Liu’s pro-political interpretation of   
the concept of “zi ran,” Le Guin’s version seems to care more on the maturity and perfection   
of a personal life. She never uses the common translations such as “Sage,” “Wise Man,”   
“Saint,’  “Great  Man”  to  describe  the  “holy  man”(in  transliteration)  because  she  thinks   
                                                 
26  Chan adds, “in essence, this cosmology is strikingly similar to that of the Book of Changes. . . .We don’t 
know  to  what  extent  [D]aoist  thought  has  influenced  the  Book  of  Changes,  which  the  Confucianists  have 
attributed to their ancient sages, chiefly Confucius”(The Way 144). Lao Tzu indeed provides an ascending chain 
of order about creation: man-earth-heaven-Dao, which better illuminates his elusive teaching. 
27  For the Chinese text and English translations of Chapter 25, please refer to Appendix A in the back of the 
thesis. 
28  Liu puts his rendition in this way, “the [D]ao models itself after the principle of spontaneity or tzu-jan”   
(217). Ou  75 
these  terms  indicate  a  Confucianist  sage.  Instead,  she  chooses  to  use  “wise  soul”  in   
her  version  to  reduce  the  political  implication  in  Daoism  (Lao  Tzu  111).  For  the   
concept  of  “zi  ran,”  Le  Guin  holds  a  similar  viewpoint  as  Liu’s  to  advocate  the   
naturalness  or  spontaneity  on  the  working  of  Dao.  Since  the  concept  of  “zi  ran”   
closely  links to the concept of  “wu wei”  in the Daoist thinking, Le Guin  also states her   
interpretation of “non-action,” as she notes,    “Lao Tzu says, ‘if you’re on the way, if you’re   
following [D]ao, all work is easy.’ It becomes part of you, you do it naturally, and then you   
do  it  right”  (Escudié  157).  Just  because  one  does  things  naturally,  he  or  she  avoids  the   
artificial  interference  and  intervention.  This  is  the  concept  of  “wu  wei”  as  Lao  Tzu   
indicates in his book. However, the term carries the negative meaning literally because it   
seems to indicate no action and no behavior, which totally diverges from the implication in   
Tao Te Ching. What Lao Tzu seeks is a selfless approach to help reach a peaceful mindset for   
all the living people. As Chan puts it well,   
                    The  book  [Lao  Tzu/Tao  Te  Ching]  advocates  not  only  non-action,  but  also 
practical tactics or action. It teaches submission, but strongly opposes oppressive 
government. The philosophy of the Lao Tzu is not for the hermit, but for the 
sage-ruler,  who  does  not  desert  the  world  but  rules  it  with  non-interference. 
[D]aoism is therefore not a philosophy of withdrawal. Man is to follow Nature 
but  in  doing  so  he  is  not  eliminated;  instead,  his  nature  is  fulfilled.  Any 
comparison  of  [D]aoism  with  Logos  or  Brahman  must  take  these  facts  into 
account. (Source 137) 
Therefore,  when  Le  Guin  delineates  her  use  of  magic  in  Earthsea,  she  seems  to  blend   
the concepts of “zi ran” and “wu wei” into the magical world. As Freedman suggests, Le   
Guin’s use of magic is nothing like Tolkien’s, because “magic in The Lord of the Rings (most   
prominently displayed, of course, with regard to the rings themselves) is for the most part a   
mere  inexplicable  given”  while  “sorcery  in  Earthsea  is  developed  with  such  precise  and   Ou  76 
quasi-rigorous detail that it almost counts as an alternative science” (xvi). It might sound   
awkward to equate Le Guin’s magic with science, but Freedman does point out there are   
some principles which distinguishes Le Guin’s rule of wizardry in the fantastic world. The   
hermit-like  wizards  such  as  Dulse,  Ogion  and  Ged  all  display  an  attitude  that  carefully   
handles the power of magic only when the situation  is urgent. The teaching of the Roke   
School, on the other hand, explicates that things are co-related whenever one uses magic.   
When it comes to the dragon kinds, the conduct of the eldest dragon Kalessin is apparently   
modeled on the Daoist acts. In this sense, Kalessin serves as one of the most Daoist imagery   
of dragons in Earthsea, which helps Le Guin to formulate the unique dragon kinship that is   
rarely seen in the genre of fantasy. 
 
II.  Softness/Gentleness as Weakness?   
The Feminine Power and Le Guin’s “Female Principle” 
          When Le Guin instills the Daoist thinking into the series of Earthsea, she also gradually 
augments  the  importance  of  feminism  under  the  influence  of  the  revolutionary  women 
movements in the U.S. Born in 1929, she was already in her late thirties as a published writer, 
so she confessed that she wasn’t serious about such a movement until 1974 (Broughton 49).
29 
However, ever since then, Le Guin’s works have bore the female consciousness and she has 
become steadfastly committed in  her  feminism  over the  years. Her 1989 essay collection 
Dancing at the Edge of the World includes several articles full of strong and clear feminist 
statements. In “Woman/Wilderness,” Le Guin criticizes the male-centered civilization and 
points out that it excludes the experience of women. Another article “Prospects for Women in 
Writing”  declares  a  strong  feminist  commitment.  The  article  ends  with  Le  Guin’s 
                                                 
29  Before Le Guin became a renowned writer, she was asked to publish her articles under the name “U.K. Le 
Guin,” an abbreviated form that is hard for people to identify the writer as a male or female. The publishers 
explained to Le Guin, “because many of our readers are frightened of stories by women.” This experience is 
especially unforgettable for her and it is also a push for her to be a serious feminist. See more Broughton 49. Ou  77 
proclamation, “to keep women’s words, women’s works, alive and powerful－that’s what I 
see as our job as writers and readers for the next fifteen years, and the next fifty” (178). Also, 
in her 1985 parable “She Unnames Them,”
30  Le Guin made her new conclusion to the story 
of Adam and Eve, as Eve unnames animals,   
                    None were left now to unnamed, and yet how close I felt to them when I saw one 
of them swim or fly or trot or crawl across my way or over my skin, or stalk me 
in the night, or go along beside me for a while in the day. They seemed far closer 
than when their names had stood between myself and them like a clear barrier: so 
close that my fear of them and their fear of me became one same fear. And the 
attraction that many of us felt, the desire to smell one another’s scales or skin or 
feathers or fur, taste one another’s blood or flesh, keep one another warm－that 
attraction was now all one with the fear, and the hunter could not be told from 
the hunted, nor the eater from the food. (qtd. in Bloom 505) 
The  closeness  of  Eve  and  the  natural  world,  as  is  shown  in  the  passage,  is  a  certain   
challenge  for  the  language  power  controlled  by  men.  The  experience  of  women,  as   
Le Guin implies here, is something that can’t be shared with men’s culture. Therefore, the   
gender issue, about what manhood and womanhood is, defines most of the central themes   
presented in her writing around 60s and 70s when she keeps questioning what the essential   
differences between men and women are. Meanwhile, the feminist movement also gave her a   
lot of confidence as a woman writer, so she started to subvert the borderline between the two   
sexes. The science fiction The Left Hand of Darkness (1969)
31  is exactly Le Guin’s “thought   
experiment” (Language 158) where there are no  more men and women  but androgynous   
people in the imaginative planet. The article “Is Gender Necessary,” the introduction to Left   
belatedly  added  to  the  book  seven  years  after  its  publication,  probes  into  the  issues  of   
                                                 
30  The short story was first published in The New Yorker, January 21, 1985. 
31  The book will be cited as Left hereafter in the thesis. Ou  78 
sexuality and the gender difference of the human society. Le Guin has imagined a human   
world that is free of the sex roles. But as the sci-fi novel is a “feminist book” ((Language   
156), she still demonstrates a different principle in the Gethenian world. The principle, as she   
calls  it  “the  female  principle,”  holds  a  balance  but  still  keeps  changing.  She  explains,   
                    Why did I present the first picture, and show it in the process of changing to a 
different one? I am not sure. I think it is because I was trying to show a balance
－and the delicacy of a balance. To me the “female principle”  is, or at least 
historically has been, basically anarchic. It values order without constraint, rule 
by custom not by force. It has been the male who enforces order, who constructs 
power structures, who makes, endorses and breaks laws. On Gethen, these two 
principles are in balance: the decentralizing against the centralizing, the circular 
against the linear. But balance is a precarious state, and at the moment of the 
novel the balance, which had leaned toward the “feminine,” is tipping the other 
way. . . . In this, it seems that what I was after again was a balance: the driving 
linearity of the “male,” the pushing forward to the limit, the logicality that demits 
no  boundary－and  the  circularity  of  the  “female,”  the  valuing  of  patience, 
ripeness, practicality, livableness. (Language 164-65) 
Twelve years after the publication of the introduction, Le Guin adds notes and comments to 
the  original  text,  since  she  considers  she  has  become  a  much  stronger  feminist  and  her 
thinking is considerably clearer after she wrote the sci-fi book (Rass 73). In the newly-added 
version,  she  emphasizes  more  on  the  female  principle  and  further  clarifies  it  from  the 
dimension of the social structure: 
                    The domain allotted to women－  “the family,” for example－is the area of order 
without coercion, rule by custom not by force. Men have reserved the structures 
of social power to themselves (and those few women whom they admit to it on 
male terms, such as queen, prime ministers); . . . On Gethen, the two polarities Ou  79 
we perceive through our cultural conditioning as male and female are neither, 
and are in balance. . . .But it is not a motionless balance, there being no such 
thing in life. . .. (Language 164-65) 
Those  are  Le  Guin’s  reflections  on  the  gender  issue  around  the  late  80s,  which   
obviously  have  influenced  her  and  continued  in  her  writing  afterwards.  That’s  why   
when  the  first  Earthsea book of  the  second  trilogy,  Tehanu,  came  out  in  1990,  Le  Guin   
has  apparently  shifted  her  focus  of  narratives  to  the  female  protagonists.  For  the   
Earthsea  series,  Le  Guin  once  honestly  admits  there’s  the  lack  of  female  protagonists   
in  the  earlier  Earthsea  writing,  “All  my  early  fiction  tends  to  be  male-centered.  A   
couple  of  the  Earthsea  books  have  no  women  in  them  at  all  or  only  marginal  woman   
figures.  That’s  how  hero  stories  worked;  they  were  about  men”  (White  99).  Indeed,   
the  gradual  significance  of  female  power  can  be  firstly  observed  from  Le  Guin’s   
depiction  of  the  witch’s  magic.  At  the  inception  of  Wizard,  she  introduces  two  popular   
sayings  of  the  Earthsea,  “weak  as  woman’s  magic,”  and  “wicked  as  woman’s  magic”   
(5,  emphasis  original).  Both  deliver  negative  connotations  about  the  Earthsea  witches.   
In  this  patriarchal  world,  women  are  not  accepted  by  the  Roke  School,  the  school  of   
wizards,  and  they  are  also  not  allowed  to  meddle  with  the  high  arts  or  traffic  with   
Old  Powers.  The  only  function  witches  have  to  serve  the  Earthsea  people  is  to  do  the   
unimportant  magic  on  which  an  educated  wizard  is  not  willing  to  waste  time  and   
energy.   
          However,  in  Tales,  Ogion’s  master,  Dulse  (or  Heleth  in  true  name),  is  taught   
under  a  witch  called  Ard,  who  instructed  him  the  un-orthodox  magic  which  later   
saved  the  City  of  Gont  from  a  destructive  earthquake.  Le  Guin  also  reveals  the   
historical  fact  that  the  School  of  Roke  was  actually  founded  by  powerful  witches  as   
well  as  wizards;  some  women  were  the  teachers  at  the  earliest  stage  of  the  school.   
In Tehanu, the old witch Moss told Tenar about how she defines the differences between   Ou  80 
women and men. She put it metaphorically, “Ours is only a little power, seems like, next to   
theirs. But it goes down deep. It’s all roots. It’s like an old blackberry thicket. And a wizard’s   
power’s  like  a  fir  tree,  maybe,  great  and  tall  and  grand,  but  it’ll  blow  right  down  in  a   
storm.  Nothing  kills  a  blackberry  bramble”  (122).  It  is  the  obvious  shift  from  the   
male-centered  narratives  in  the  second  trilogy,  and  it  is  under  the  influence  of  the   
evolutionary feminism, therefore, even a little girl as Therru (Tehanu by the use name), is   
valued significantly in the patriarchal Earthsea society. 
          The conscious feminism, on the other hand, also makes an effect on Le Guin’s wording 
in  her  Tao  Te  Ching.  As  she  translates  Chapter  28,  she  opens  the  chapter  with  the  line, 
“Knowing man and staying woman,” (Lao Tzu 38)
32  while other translators might take “the 
female” or “femininity” to indicate the concept of “ci (雌).” Likewise, in Chapter 61, Le Guin 
also uses “the woman”
33  to explain the Chinese character “pin (牝),” which normally means 
“the female body or animal.”
34  As a matter of fact, throughout the book Tao Te Ching, Lao 
Tzu takes three Chinese characters to symbolize the female characteristic in his thinking; that 
is, the words “ci,” “pin” and “yin (陰), ” which of all can be defined as feminine, female 
creatures or simply women. But in Le Guin’s interpretation, the three characters are simply 
replaced by the translation “the Women” in her rendition, which more or less indicates Le 
Guin’s standpoint as a modern feminist. Still, to compare the current feminist thinking with 
the ancient Chinese philosophy, E. M. Chen suggests we cannot only put Lao Tzu’s female 
principle in the modern category, 
                                                 
32  I compare Le Guin’s rendition with Chan’s and LaFarge’s along with the original Chinese text. See Appendix 
C. 
33  In Chapter 61, Le Guin entitles it “Lying low” and renders it as the following, “The polity of greatness/runs 
downhill like a river to the sea,/joining with everything, woman to everything,/By stillness the woman/may 
always dominate the man, lying quiet underneath him./So a great country/ submitting to small ones, dominate 
them;/so small countries,/submitting to a great one, dominate it./ Lie low to be on top,/be on top by lying low” 
(79). 
34  The  interpretation  is  based  on  the  dictionary  Shuowen  Jiezi,  literally  meaning  "Explaining  Simple  and 
Analyzing Compound Characters", the oldest Chinese dictionary compiled in the Han Dynasty (ca. the second 
century)  by  a  famous  scholar  Xu  Sen  (A.D.  58-147).  See  the  online  edition  <http://140.111.1.40/yitia/fra/ 
fra02488.htm>. Ou  81 
                    Of  all  the  ancient  classics  still  extant,  the  Tao  Te  Ching  alone  draws  its 
inspiration from the female principle. To argue that the feminine emphasis was a 
protest against masculine power and thus could not arise until the consolidation 
of male domination in Confucianism is to read today’s issue into the past. The 
Tao Te Ching does not pit the feminine from against the masculine; it appeals to 
all forms and beings to remember their root in the womb of non-being. (21) 
As Bing Xiao analyses the pre-Qin (Ch’in [秦]) folk belief, people at that time tend to believe 
the origin of the world is from a maternal body, just as women give birth to children (35). 
Therefore, “pin” or “ci” should be read as a feminine trait which empowers Nature, as Lao 
Tzu indicates in Chapter 25. Meanwhile, Chan also points out, “there is in the Lao Tzu a 
peculiar emphasis on what  is generally regarded as negative  morality, such as  ignorance, 
humility,  compliance,  contentment,  and  above  all,  weakness”  (The  Way  13).  The  term 
“weakness,” in Lao Tzu’s wording, is associated with another Chinese character “rou (柔),” 
which literally means softness or being soft. That’s exactly the connotation of femininity in 
the language use, which is sharply contradictory to the male, the masculinity. Since Lao Tzu 
is insistent to avoid the extreme, the extravagant and the excessive, he encourages people to 
“keep to humility and accept disgrace,” “to be willing to live in places which others detest,” 
and “to be low and submissive to behind others but never ahead of them” (Chan, The Way 13). 
When  Lao  Tzu  praises  water  in  Chapter  8  and  78,  being  weak  and  soft  can  eventually 
overcome the hardness or strength in the long run, which is truly modeled on the Dao, the 
Way. 
          Tenar,  the  female  protagonist  in  Earthsea  might  be  the  epitome  of  what  Le  Guin 
emphases on the female power. She abandons fame and the high social status, and decides to 
marry a farmer, to be an ordinary housewife. As an obscure figure, Tenar still empowers 
Tehanu to assert herself. She also helps Ged to accept his inability after he loses all his arts. 
Her importance, her power and her decision, are none can be defined in the masculine sense Ou  82 
(“Earthsea Revisioned” 169). She seems not directly to involve in great consequences, but 
her womanly power throughout the Earthsea series leads other people to the completion of 
great deeds. Without her, Le Guin wouldn’t have told the Earthsea stories so exquisitely. 
Meanwhile, when Le Guin delineates her male protagonists in the second trilogy, she also 
displays a tendency to soften their masculinity. Ged, the major male protagonist in the first 
trilogy, lives up to the extended femininity that is part of Le Guin’s subversion to the heroic 
tradition, as he doesn’t deny the importance of the women’s jobs to keep the household. In 
Wind, despite of his heroic deeds in the past, Ged is aware of his limited ability to help the 
coming  crisis,  so  he  insists  staying  at  Gont  instead  of  involving  himself  in  saving  the 
archipelagic world. He is humble, has no excessive desires, and keeps a low profile in his 
village, but it is through his weakness that Le Guin proves the alternative strength different 
from that of the heroic tales. His femininity eradicates his traditionally male-centered heroism, 
but it also bestows him    the wisdom which echoes to the Daoist femininity and softness. The 
last  male  protagonist,  Alder,  the  helpless  sorcerer  and  widower,  displays  the  obvious 
weakness from the beginning in Wind. He is in the tremendous torment between life and 
death because he is the chosen messenger who has to warn the Hardic people the misuse of 
magic in the death realm. Unlike Ged, who has undergone some heroic deeds in the first 
trilogy,  Alder  is  always  an  obscure  country  sorcerer  who  doesn’t  even  know  why  he  is 
involved  in  such  an  important  event  of  Earthsea.  However,  through  Le  Guin’s  implicit 
depiction of Alder, his easy nature, patience and his faithful love for his dead wife, makes up 
an alternative softness that is close to Lao Tzu’s “rou.” As Tenar thinks of Alder, she says, 
“there was an innocence to Alder, but it was a man’s innocence, not childish” (Wind 149-50). 
Such innocence might not equate with the power of the female protagonists Le Guin exclaims 
in her books, but it is pertinent to femininity and humbleness that Ged has demonstrated. 
Alder eventually leads other powerful wizards and dragon people to destroy the artificial wall 
which limits the Hardic spirits. On the other hand, he is also the example followed after Ged Ou  83 
that  Le  Guin  attempts to overturn the  stereotype of  the  weak. That  is,  in  contrast to the 
exalted masculine force, the meek person might contain the most strength and firmest belief 
that overcomes the invincible difficulties. It is in this aspect Le Guin expands her feminism to 
the Daoist thinking, which is beyond the limit of biological division of males and females. 
With the extension of the feminine power and femininity, Le Guin not only tempers the direct 
contrast between the two sexes, and her archipelagic world also corresponds to Lao Tzu’s 
sophisticated thinking that values much on the concept of “rou (柔)” and “ci (雌).” 
 
III.  Returning and Following the Dao: Dragon People, Equilibrium and Change 
          The femininity also links closely to the cycle of life in Lao Tzu’s thinking. As he says 
in Chapter 6, 
                    The valley spirit never dies.   
                    Call it the mystery, the woman. 
                    The mystery, 
                    the Door of the Woman,   
                    is the root 
                    of earth and heaven. 
                    Forever this endures, forever. 
                    And all its uses are easy. (Le Guin, Lao Tzu 9)
35 
Chan  clearly  indicates  that  the  spirit  of  this  chapter  involves  “the  idea  of  natural 
transformation and continuous creation” (The Way 110). The valley, the female and water are 
Lao Tzu’s favorite symbols of Dao, so the use of the female reminds us of the centrality of 
the  biological-generative  metaphor,  the  process  of  production  and  reproduction  in  the 
working of the cosmos. As Le Guin emphasizes the importance of femininity, she draws the 
reader’s  attention  to the  world  of  nature  in  terms  of  the  Daoist  creation. The  concept of 
                                                 
35  This chapter is entitled “What is complete” by Le Guin. Ou  84 
circularity of life and death, as the way the ten thousand things spontaneously grow and die, 
is  reinforced  on  the  basis  of  “the  highly  positive  familial,  nurturing  associations”  of  the 
metaphor of female and woman (Schwartz 194). When Le Guin revises her Earthsea world, 
the concept of life and death gradually becomes inter-dependent. The image of “circularity” 
of the life chain, accordingly, grows more and more influential in her alteration of Earthsea.   
          The home-coming of the dragon people to the realm out of the human reach might 
serve as one instance to manifest the circular concept. Continuing to embody her feminism in 
her  fantastic  creatures,  Le  Guin  makes  her  dragon  more  feminine  as  she  introduces  the 
dragon people in the second trilogy. She explains why she makes them all females, 
                    Why only women became dragons? I think in the early books, I may call the 
dragon “he.” The dragon Yevaud seems to be male but he is bringing up the baby 
dragons.  The  mother  dragon  apparently  laid  the  eggs,  and  the  father  dragon 
hatches them, so at that time, there is sexuality among the dragons in the books. 
As the books go on, and as the whole idea of the dragons gets more and more 
complicated in my mind, they become un-gendered. And so evidently either a 
man or a woman can also be dragon, but in the books, don’t ask me why, it’s all 
women. Maybe because women need to be dragons more than men do, in my 
world. . . . Is it only women who are also dragons? I don’t think so, but in my 
examples, all three of them are women. (Escudié 131) 
Apparently, Le Guin seems to define the term “woman” biologically and metaphorically, as   
she  makes  Tehanu  and  Orm  Irian  the  real  women,  and  gives  Yevaud  the  female  role   
responsible for hatching the dragon eggs. When her dragons cast off their sexuality, their   
genderless-ness makes them more transcendental than other creatures in Earthsea. Therefore,   
without the gender boundary, when she conducts the thought experiment of genderless-ness   
on  the  dragons,  another  question  might  occur  to  her:  what  is  life,  to  put  it  simply?   
          For  the  question,  Lao  Tzu  tells  us  how  everything  comes  into  being,  as  the  first   Ou  85 
passage of Chapter 42 says, 
                    [D]ao produced the One. 
                    The One produced the two. 
                    The two produced the three. 
                    And the three produced the ten thousand things. 
                    The ten thousand things carry the yin and embrace the yang,   
                    and through the blending of the material force they 
achieve harmony. (Chan, The Way 176, italics original)
36 
Since  there  is  no  dualism  in  Lao  Tzu’s  thinking,  yin  and  yang  couldn’t  be  opposite  to   
each  other.  When  Dao  produces  the  ten  thousand  things  on  the  material  world,  there   
should  also  be  no  specific  division  of  gender.  As  Wu’s  interpretation  of  the  chapter   
suggests,  everything  contains  yin  and  yang  when  they  are  born;  in  the  spectrum  of   
yin  and  yang,  the  former  might  be  more  explicit  while  the  latter  might  be  more   
implicit  and  vice  versa  (350).  As  for  the  example  of  the  dragon  people,  despite  the   
fact  that  they  were  born  as  women  first,  their  eventual  dragon-ness  makes  them  not   
rely  on  wizardry  for  their  metamorphosis;  they’re  truly  the  embodiment  of  yin  and   
yang. This doesn’t mean that they are androgynous as the Gethenians, but when they are   
produced  through  Dao,  they  enjoy  the  ability  to  live  the  realm  that  is  different  from   
that of humans. To further consider the concept of “yin-yang,” if woman/female is called   
“yin,”  man/male  is  called  “yang,”  as  the  Chinese  designate  the  definitions  of  the  two   
characters,  probably  we  can  turn  to  Yi  Jing,
37  another  important  Chinese  cannon  for   
                                                 
36  I think Le Guin doesn’t render this passage according to the original text here, so I take Chan’s to show what 
this chapter indicates. Le Guin’s version is as follows, “The Way bears one./ The one bears two./ The three bear 
the ten thousand things./ The ten thousand things carry the yin on their shoulders/ and hold in their arms the 
yang,/ whose interplay of energy/ makes harmony” (Lao Tzu 57). Though Le Guin admits her uncertainty about 
how to define the word “fu” in Chinese, the main point that Lao Tzu reminds us here is “to value yin, the soft, 
the dark, the weak, earth, water, the Mother, the Vally” (ibid. 119). 
37  Yi Jing (or I Ching) is one of the books Le Guin considers highly in her writing career. She dubs it dearly as 
her great aunt. As she says, “The I Ching or Book of Changes is the visionary elder who has outlived fact, the 
ancestor  so  old  she  speaks  a  different tongue.  Her  counsel is  sometimes  appallingly  clear,  sometimes  very 
obscure indeed. ‘The little fox crossing the river wets its tail,’ she says, smiling faintly, or, ‘A dragon appears in Ou  86 
Le  Guin,  to  understand  how  the  yin-yang  concept  seeks  the  harmonious  relationship   
in the world. In the fifth section of the Great Treaties of the Yi commentaries,
38  it says, “the   
successive  movement  of  the  yin  and  yang  constitutes  what  is  called  the  Dao  (of   
things)”
39(Legge 355). Yin and yang, no matter how people interpret them, are essentially   
correlated  and  inter-dependent;  only  by  uniting  the  two  can  the  ten  thousand  things  are   
created through Dao. When dragons are considered as the archetypal male, Le Guin’s making   
of the female dragon people not only reinforce the yin image into the male trophy, and the   
femininity of the dragon people also empowers their existence as they serve as the saviors of   
the Earthsea. Meanwhile, in the realm of human society, the fuse of the yin and yang are   
represented by  several couples Le Guin arranges  in Wind: Tenar and Ged, Lebannen and   
Seserakh and Alder and his dead wife Lily. The cosmology, mentioned in Lao Tzu’s Chapter   
25, has strikingly echoed to the system of Change in Yijing: “the Great Ultimate produces the   
Two  Modes  (yin  and  yang),  which  in  turn  produce  all  things”  (Chan,  The  Way  144).  It   
seems  Le  Guin  has  foreshadowed  the  fact  that  the  Earthsea  world  is  leading  to  a  more   
harmonious  condition  when  the  yin  and  the  yang  has  been  joined  ultimately.   
          However, in spite of the extolling of the combination of yin and yang in the process of   
weaving the archipelagic world, it doesn’t mean Le Guin has ended her following of Dao.   
The issue on the cycle of life would be equally important in Le Guin’s attempt to follow Dao.   
Actually, death has been Le Guin’s central theme twice in the Earthsea series. The first time 
                                                                                                                                                  
the field,’ or, ‘Biting upon dried gristly meat.’ One retires to ponder long over such advice” (Wave 38). 
38  The  Great Treaties  is  also  called  The Appended  Remarks, and  it  is  one  of  the  important parts  of  the  Yi 
Commentaries (or called Ten Wings), in the Book of Changes. Its authority and date are still under argument, but 
most scholars agree that it was written by some Confucians in the middle or the latter part of the Warring States 
period (Jun 189). In the recent years, however, Guying Chen holds the Yi Commentaries is actually not from 
Confucians but written by the Daoist scholars. His reasoning was first published as a book Yi Chuan yu Daojia 
Sixiang [The Yi Commentaries and the Thought of the Schools of Daoism]. (Taipei: The Commercial Press, 1994) 
and later another article “Xianqin Daojia Yixue Fawei [Exploring the Pre-Qin Schools of Daoism and Yi Jing 
and the Commentaries].” Daojia Wenhua Yanjiu [Studies of Daoist Cultures] 12 (1998), p. 1-30. My view is in 
agreement with Chan’s, so I put the Yi Commentaries in the Daoist category and try to find the similarities that it 
shares with Tao Te Ching. 
39  The translation is based on James Legge’s 1899 version. I modify some parts to correspond to my arguments 
in the thesis. The original Chinese text is “一陰一陽之謂道”(Jun 192).   Ou  87 
occurred  when  the  evil  wizard  Cob  broke  the  wall  between  life  and  death  and   
attempted to control the dead and the living realms of Earthsea in Shore. The other time came   
along with Le Guin’s reflection of the use of wizardry in relation to the after-death condition     
in Wind. Le Guin seeks to find the true meaning of using wizardry, and questions why it   
should confine the dead spirits on the dry land. The Daoist thinking always keeps the belief   
that life is circular. Just as the four terms
40  in Chapter 25 of Tao Te Ching indicate, the Dao   
goes  firstly  from  “da  [大],” the  most  productive  stage of  life.  Then  Dao  moves  into the   
second stage “shi [逝],” which means the decaying of life and power. The third stage is “yuan   
[遠],” which signifies that Dao keeps going  far and being  far-reaching.  And  finally, Dao   
enters the fourth stage called “fan [返].” “Fan” contains double meanings: on the one hand, it   
suggests a process of repetition, and on the other hand, it also implies the returning to the   
root, the Dao (E. M. Chen, “Shuogua” 128-29). As Le Guin renders Lao Tzu’s Chapter 40   
(entitled “By no means”),   
                    Return is how the Way moves. 
                    Weakness is how the Way works. 
                    Heaven and earth and the ten thousand things 
                    are born of being. 
                    Being is born of nothing. (Lao Tzu 55)
41 
This concise passage illuminates Lao Tzu’s teaching of returning to the origin, since it is the 
means to follow Dao. Lao Tzu also suggests Dao is not static, but dynamic and always keeps 
moving. Therefore, when life is circular in Daoism, death is no longer a threat for the living 
people. If one can  forsake the  fear of death and admits one’s  mortality, there will  be no 
                                                 
40  For the three terms “da,” “shi,” and ‘fan,” my translation is based on Ellen M. Chen’s article “Shuogua Wu 
Zhang he Daodejing Ershiwu Zhang zhi Bijiao [The Comparison of the fifth chapter of the Discourses on the 
Trigrams  and  the  25th  of  Daodejing].”  But  for  the  third  one  “yuan,”  I  combine  Chan’s  and  Le  Guin’s 
interpretations together, since I think it doesn’t mean the dying of life, as Elle M. Chen puts it.   
41  The  original  Chinese  text  goes,  “反者, 道之動./弱者, 道之用./天下萬物生於有,/ 有生於無”  (Wu 
323). Ou  88 
anxiety for it. Such a belief is what Le Guin proves in Wind when people gradually realize the 
fact that it’s not only life is given, so is death (196).   
          Hence, Le Guin’s revision seems necessary and important in the development of the six 
Earthsea books. As she states her concept of change for her stories, “I believe in change. 
Change does occur and must occur, not ‘always change for the better.’ That’s the myth of 
progress. In [D]aoism, the circle  is not a closed circle and  it’s not static. It’s  in constant 
balance and shifting, always shifting” (Escudié 140). As demonstrated in Wind, when humans 
abandon controlling the dead spirits by wizardry, something else also has to be changed as 
long as Le Guin wants to keep a constant and shifting balance. The change, eventually, is the 
forever division of dragons and humans in Earthsea. In Wind, “Vedurnan” (173) suggests “a 
choice, a division, making two things of one” (qtd. in Oziewicz 141). The shifting balance is 
exactly  the  Equilibrium  Le  Guin  stresses  on  a  lot  in  Earthsea.  When  Le  Guin alters  her 
Earthsea stories, this Equilibrium is no longer the one that the Roke mages taught for the 
schooling of wizards. It has expanded and developed further to the extent that it enhances the 
naturalness and spontaneity pertinent to Dao. Although Earthsea is a fantasy world, no one 
can deny it is truly more Daoist than the real world. Perhaps it is the moment we should listen 
to what Le Guin thinks of Science fiction and Fantasy, 
                    SF and fantasy are not as relentlessly human-centered as realistic fiction; they 
both show human beings in relation to the nonhuman, they include the human 
subject in a larger or stranger universe that the realistic novel does. But the story 
is still about us. We seem to be all we are ultimately interested in. And so, for 
writers and readers who see people as individuals rather than as types or groups, 
character  becomes  important  even  in  genres  where  it  is  usually  considered 
secondary. (Freedman 176) 
As Le Guin manifests several central Daoist concepts into the quaintessential structure of   
Earthsea, we’ve experienced the precious teaching from the master Lao Tzu, and gained the   Ou  89 
ancient wisdom to re-examine the current issues from new perspectives. The gender issue   
may  be  one  of  the  examples,  which  still  seem  to  be  a  disturbing  one  in  some  modern   
societies. Likewise, the acclaim of weakness and femininity also challenges the modern mind   
to  some  extent,  because  they  are  just  opposite  to  the  living  principles  in  the  rapidly   
competitive  society.  Nevertheless,  through  the  vision  of  Le  Guin,  the  reader  perceives  a   
possible Daoist fantasy world, in which one may find what has been often bypassed in the   
overwhelming reality. 
 Conclusion 
                                                                    Must one read Nietzsche, with Heidegger, as the 
last  of  the  great  metaphysicians?  Or,  on  the 
contrary, are we to take the question of the truth of 
Being as the last sleeping shudder of the superior 
man? Are we to understand the eve as the guard 
mounted around the house or as the awakening to 
the day that is coming, at whose eve we are? Is 
there  an  economy  of  the  eve?  Perhaps  we  are 
between these two eves, which are also two ends of 
man. But who, we? 
                                                                    －Derrida, “The End of Man”
1 
 
          “No one can explain a dragon,” says Le Guin in her forward to the fifth Earthsea book 
(xvii). Among all the cultures or mythologies, dragons are always unapproachable for humans. 
The Western people seem to emphasize the animality on the lizard-like flying creatures. In 
Eastern  mythologies  and  folklores,  people  tend  to  worship  the  winged  creatures,  partly 
because dragons are the heavenly gods and partly because humans are afraid of the dragon 
power. However, no matter how fantastic or bizarre dragons look like in different cultures, 
they  are  indeed  drawn  from  the  more  inner  recess  of  the  human  psyche;  they  inevitably 
reflect the anthropocentric concept of animality in contrast to humanity. But in Earthsea, as 
Le Guin gradually adds humanistic elements into the dragon characters, she has established a 
developmental continuum that correlates humans, animals and dragons in the archipelagic 
world.  The  Earthsea  dragons  in  a  way  mirror  the privileged  humanity,  previously  in  the 
                                                 
1  Derrida, Jacques. “The End of Man.” Margins of Philosophy. Trans. Alan Bass. (Chicago: U of Chicago Press, 
1982), p. 136. Ou  92 
fantasy tradition, reserved only for human beings. Meanwhile, when Derrida finds himself 
being seen by his cat, he turns to trace the anthropocentric discourses and protest against the 
unjust  viewpoints  for  animals.  His  analysis  leads  him  to  the  conclusion  that  differences 
between humans and animals are substantial and irreducible. These differences, as Derrida 
notes,  cannot  be  erased,  but  have  to  be  multiplied  in  order  to  affirm  the  alterity  and 
singularity of animals. The same concern about the human-nonhuman relation intersects Le 
Guin’s and Derrida’s major arguments. When Le Guin’s dragon people ask “what I am” in 
Tales (212) and Wind (155), Derrida also touches on the question of “who I am” when the 
otherness of his cat exposes his discomfort as a human when he is seen naked by the animal. 
The two questions might appear to be different; however, they point to the same dimension 
that concerns the essence of life, which inevitably covers the question of “what is to be a 
human” and the definition of self subjectivity. It is especially significant in comparison to the 
human shape-shifting in the magical world, when losing one’s humanity comes into play with 
the  proper  use of  magic. Animality  and  humanity,  in  terms  of  shape-shifting,  maintain  a 
homeostatic condition which dissipates the delusion that humans are not animals. In addition, 
with his arguments on Chimera, Derrida helps render the intricate dragon-ness within the 
dragon  people.  The  heterogeneous  multiplicity  accentuates  their  between-ness  when  they 
cross over the boundary between different species. They also lead the reader to re-examine 
the  dragons  and  humans,  when  Le  Guin  gradually  exposes  the  faulty  foundation  of  the 
oppressive patriarchy in Earthsea. 
Meanwhile,  Le  Guin’s  awakening  feminism  has  been  gradually  combined  with  the 
Daoist softness and humbleness, just as what Lao Tzu emphasizes in such notion of “ci” and 
“pin”  (both  characters  mean  “female”)  in  Tao  Te  Ching.  That’s  why  Le  Guin  makes  her 
dragon people first as the human female in the Earthsea world. It is her attempt to overturn 
the image of the dragon, and at the same time revalues the feminine part, the “yin” part in the 
Daoist cosmology. When the dragon people return to their realm of living and several couples Ou  93 
rejoin  in  the  end,  the  elements  of  yin  and  yang  fuse  naturally  that  channel  the  order of 
Earthsea back to tranquility. The concept of “root [gen]” is, therefore, reinforced in Earthsea, 
as Lao Tzu stresses the cycle of the natural world in Chapter 16,   
All things come into being, 
And I see thereby their return. 
All things flourish, 
But each one returns to its root. 
This return to its root means tranquility. (Chan, The Way 128, italics original) 
It is also how the yin and yang works when the Great Ultimate produces the two modes of 
force. Just as the Tai-ji Diagram [太極圖] indicates,
2  the two modes of force (yin and yang),   
don’t weaken but enhance each other when they become interdependent. This is in this way 
Le Guin creates the fantasy world with her dragon kinds that demonstrate the Daoist imagery. 
Although the departure of the Earthsea dragons seems to be a coda of Le Guin’s modern 
dragonology,  both  their  appearance  and  disappearance  remind  us  of  the  most  distant 
otherness in contrast to human beings. In Earthsea, we experience the reverberation from the 
fabulous  creatures that  helps  Le  Guin  deal  with the  female  principle  and the  practice  of 
Daoism, both of which temper the traditional heroic tales and break the myth of progress that 
Le Guin strongly refutes. 
          Perhaps, the  most important message  from the Earthsea dragons,  in addition to the 
arguments that has been discussed in the previous chapters, is that Le Guin provides a new 
                                                 
2  The  Daoist  cosmology  somehow  corresponds  to  the  Heideggerian  rift,  especially  when  we  consider  the 
applicability of Tai-ji Diagram to Le Guin’s yin-yang world of Earthsea. As Heidegger discusses the relation 
between earth, world, gods and man, “Riss” or “rift, cleft” is an important concept between earth and world in 
the Heideggerian discourse. Michael Inwood also points out, “riss is chosen because its compounds Umriss, 
Aufriss and Grundriss mean ‘contour(s), outline,’ elevation, outline’ and ‘sketch, outline, ground plan” (50). 
This rift does not let the opponents break apart, but brings what opposes measure and limit into the unitary 
outline (ibid. 50). In his “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger reinforces the concept of “riss” as he notes 
on truth and artistic works, “the conflict is not a rift (Riss) as a mere cleft is ripen open; rather, it is the intimacy 
with which opponents belong to each other. This rift carries the opponents into the source of their unity by virtue 
of their common ground. It is a basic design, an outline sketch, that draws the basic features of the rise of the 
lighting of beings. Their rift does not let the opponents break apart; it brings the opposition of measure and 
boundary into their common outline” (61). In his book On The Way to Language, Heidegger also emphasizes 
such a concept when dealing with the relation between language and thinking (121). Ou  94 
way to look at the blending of animality and humanity in the fantastic beings. Because her 
Earthsea  dragons  and  dragon  people  possess  draconian  traits  from  Western  and  Eastern 
cultures,  they  help  to  formulate  a  two-folded  perspective  that  attempts  to  render  the 
viewpoints from different cultures, especially on the issue of animality and humanity. The 
human-dragon relation is accordingly peaceful and intimate under Le Guin’s arrangement, 
even though all the dragons leave the human realm in Earthsea in the end. But since they are 
the guide of Le Guin in her fantasy world (“Earthsea Revisioned” 180), their importance will 
not be lessened in spite of their absence in the Earthsea tales. 
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 Chinese Glossary 
(With Pinyin spelling, when different, in parentheses) 
ben wu 本無 (pure being) 
Bing Xiao  蕭兵 ( A.D.1933- ) 
Cao Wei, Three Kingdoms Period  三國時代曹魏 (A.D.184-220) 
chien (gan)  乾  (the male, the sun or the heaven; masculinity) 
Chuang Tzu (Zhuang Zi)  莊子(ca. 369 B.C.- ca.286 B.C) 
ci (tz’u)  雌  (the female) 
Confucius  孔子  (ca. 551 B.C.- 479 B.C.) 
da  大   
fu  復 
Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki  鈴木大拙貞太郎 (A.D. 1870-1966) 
fan  反/返 
gen  根  (the root) 
ge yi 格義 (matching concepts, especially meaning to borrow the Daoism terms to interpret 
Buddhist terms) 
Han Fei  韓非  (ca.280 B.C. - 233 B.C.) 
Heshang Gong  河上公  (ca.202 B.C.-157 B.C.) 
I Ching (Yi Jing)  易經 (the Book of Changes) 
li  禮 (rituals) 
the Jin Dynasty  晉朝(ca. A.D. 265-420) 
kwun (kun)  坤 (the female, or the mother, the wife; femininity) 
pin (p’in)  牝 (the female animals) 
Qin (Ch’in) Dynasty秦朝  (221 B.C.- 207 B.C.) 
rou (jou)  柔  (being soft; softness) 
shi  逝 Ou  104 
Shuo Kua (Shuogua)  說卦  (the Discourses on the Trigrams) 
Shuowen Jiezi  說文解字 (Explaining Simple and Analyzing Compound Characters) 
Shih Chi (Shiji)  史記  (Records of the Historian) 
Ssu-ma Ch’ien (Si-ma Qian)司馬遷  (ca.145- 135 B.C. – 86 B.C.) 
Taiji Diagram  太極圖 
Tao (Dao)  道  (the Way) 
Tao Te Ching (Daodejing)  道德經 
t’ien (tian)  天  (heaven)   
Tien-jen  天人 
t’ien-ti (tiandi)  天地(heaven and earth) 
wan-wu (wanwu)  萬物  (the ten thousand things) 
Wang Bi 王弼 (A.D. 226-249) 
wu wei  無為  (non-action) 
Xu Shen  許慎  (ca.A.D. 58 – ca.147 ) 
yang  陽  (the man ; the sun) 
yin  陰  (the female; the moon) 
yuan  遠 
zi ran  自然 (nature; self as so; in Wade-Giles, tzu-jan) 
 Appendix A: Five translations and the Chinese text of Tao Te Ching, Ch. 25 
I.  by Ursula K. Le Guin (34-5) 
Title: Imagining mystery 
There is something 
that contains everything. 
Before heave and earth 
it is. 
Oh, it is still, unbodied, 
all on its own, unchanging, 
 
all-pervading, 
ever-moving. 
So it can act as the mother 
of all things. 
Not knowing its real name, 
we only call it the Way. 
 
If it must be named, 
let its name be Great. 
Greatness means going on, 
going on means going far, 
and going far means turning back. 
 
So they say: “The Way is great, 
heaven is great, 
earth is great, 
and humankind is great; 
four greatness in the world, 
and humanity is one of them.” 
 
People follow earth, 
earth follows heaven, 
heaven follows the Way, 
the Way follows what is. 
 
II.  by Arthur Waley (174-75) 
There was something formlessly fashioned, Ou  106 
That existed before heaven and earth; 
Without sound, without substance, 
Dependent on nothing, unchanging, 
All pervading, unfailing. 
One may think of it as the mother of all things under heaven. 
Its true name we do not know; 
‘Way’ is the by-name that we give it. 
Were I forced to say to what class of things it belongs I should call it Great (ta). 
Now ta also means passing on, 
And passing on means going Far Away, 
And going far away means returning. 
Thus just as Tao has ‘this greatness’ and   
as earth has it and as heaven has it, so   
many the ruler also have it. Thus ‘within   
the realm there are four portions of   
greatness’, and one belongs to the king.   
The ways of men are conditioned by those   
of earth. The ways of earth, by those of   
heaven. The ways of heaven by those of 
Tao, and the ways of Tao by the Self-so. 
 
III.  by Michael LaFargue (84-5) 
There was a chaotic something, yet lacking nothing 
born before Heaven and Earth. 
Alone. 
Still. 
Standing alone, unchanging. 
Revolving, endlessly. 
It can be thought of as Mother of the World. 
 
I do not know its name, 
one can call it ‘Tao.’ 
The name of its powerful presence: 
One can call it ‘The Great One.’ 
 
Great means going forth 
going forth means going far away 
going far away means turning back. Ou  107 
 
Yes: 
Tao is great 
Heaven is great 
Earth is great 
(the king is also great 
In the universe there are four great ones 
and the king takes his place as one of them). 
 
Earth gives the rule for people 
Heaven gives the rule for Earth 
Tao gives the rule for Heaven 
the rule for Tao: things as they are. 
(italics original) 
 
IV.  by D. C. Lau (36-9) 
There is a thing confusedly formed, 
Born before heaven and earth. 
Silent and void 
It stands alone and does not change, 
Goes round and does not weary. 
It is capable of being the mother of the world. 
I know not its name 
So I style it ‘the way’. 
I give it the makeshift name of ‘the great’. 
Being great, it is further described as receding, 
Receding, it is described as far away, 
Being far away, it is described as turning back.     
Hence the way is great; heaven is great; earth is great; and the king is also great. Within the 
realm there are four things that are great, and the king counts as one. 
Man models himself on earth, 
Earth on heaven, 
Heaven on the way, 
And the way on that which is naturally so. 
 
V.  by Robert G. Henricks (55-6) 
There is a form that developed from primordial chaos 
That was born before heaven and earth. Ou  108 
Silent and still, it stands on its own and does not change. 
 
It can be regarded as the mother of all under heaven. 
Not yet knowing its name, 
We refer to it as the Dao. 
Were I forced to give it a name, I’d call it the Great. 
 
The “Great” means “overflowing”; 
“Overflowing” means “going far”; 
“Going far” means “ to return.” 
 
Heaven is great; the earth is great; the Way is great; and the king too is great. 
In this realm there are four greats, and the king counts as one of them. 
 
Humanity takes as its model the earth; 
The earth takes as its model heaven; 
Heaven takes as its model the Way; 
And the Way takes as its model that which is so on its own. 
 
VI.  The original Chinese text (from Wu 204-05) 
有物混成，先天地生。 
寂兮寥兮，獨立不改， 
周行而不殆。 
可以為天下母。 
吾不知其名，字之曰道，強為之名曰大。 
大曰逝，逝曰遠，遠曰反。 
故道大，天大，地大，人亦大。 
域中有四大，而王居其一焉。 
人法地，地法天， 
天法道，道法自然。 
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Appendix B: Table: Analysis of Selected Legends of Saints Encountering Monsters (Riches 203). 
Name of Saint  Nature of 
Encounter 
Monster(s) 
identified   
as real 
Motif of 
Wilderness 
Motif of   
Pestilential 
breath 
Outcome  Allegorical 
Reading of 
Monsters 
St. Anthony 
Abbot 
Test of faith  N  Y  N  Disappearanc
e 
Form of Devil 
Bl. Ammon (i)  Coexistence  Y  Y  N  Situation 
continues 
n/a 
Bl. Ammon (ii)  Dragons as 
servants 
Y  Y  N  Situation 
continues 
n/a 
Bl. Ammon (iii)  Subjugation  Y  Y  Y  Death  n/a 
St. Beatus*  Expulsion  Y  Y  N  Banishment 
or death 
Non-belief 
St. Benedict  Reformation 
of errant 
monk 
N  N  N  Monk is 
reformed 
Agent of God 
St. Carantoc*  Subjugation  Y  Y  N  Banishment  Agent of God 
St. Efflam*  Subjugation  Y  Y  N  Banishment  Non-belief 
St. George  Combat  Y  Y  Y  Death  Form of Devil 
or natural world 
St. Hilary  Containment 
of monsters 
Y  Y  N  Containment  Form of natural 
world 
St. Juliana  Test of faith  N  N  N  Disappearance  Form of Devil 
St. Marcellus  Subjugation  Y  Y  N  Banishment 
or death 
Sinfulness Ou  110 
St. Margaret  Test of faith  N  N  N  Disappearance  Form of Devil 
St. Martha  Subjugation  Y  Y  N  Death  Non-belief or 
natural world 
St. Matthew  Subjugation 
of sorcerers 
Y  Y  N  Banishment  Non-belief 
St. Michael  Combat  Y  Y  N  Death  Form of Devil 
St. Philip  Subjugation  Y  Y  Y  Death  Form of Devil 
St. Senán*  Expulsion  Y  Y  N  Banishment  Agent of God 
St. Simeon 
Stylites 
Healing 
miracle 
Y  Y  N  Leaves of 
own volition 
n/a 
St. Victoria  Subjugation  Y  N  N  Leaves of 
own volition 
Non-belief 
*Saint identified as British or Celtic. Other examples include Sts. Brendan, Brieuc and Paul Aurelian. 
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Appendix C: Chapter 16 of Tao Te Ching and two renditions 
 
I.  by Ursula K. Le Guin (22-3) 
Title: Returning to the root 
Be Completely empty. 
Be perfectly serene. 
The Ten thousand things arise together; 
In their arising is their return. 
Now they flower, 
And flowering sink homeward, 
returning to the root. 
 
The return to the root 
is peace. 
Peace: to accept what must be, 
To know what endures. 
In that knowledge is wisdom. 
Without it, ruin, disorder. 
 
To know what endures is to be openhearted, 
magnanimous, 
regal, 
blessed, 
following the Tao, 
the way that endures forever. 
The body comes to its ending, 
But there is nothing to fear. 
 
II.  by Wing-Tsit Chan (The Way of Lao Tzu 128-29, italics original) 
Attain complete vacuity. 
Maintain steadfast quietude. 
All things come into being, 
And I see thereby their return. 
All things flourish, 
But each one returns to its root. 
This return to its root means tranquility. 
It is called returning to its destiny. 
To return to destiny is called the eternal (Tao). Ou  112 
To know the eternal is called enlightenment. 
Not to know the eternal is to act blindly to result in disaster. 
He who knows the eternal is all-embracing. 
Being all-embracing, he is impartial. 
Being kingly, he is one with Nature (tien). 
Being one with Nature, he is in accord with Tao. 
Being in accord with Tao, he is everlasting 
And is free from danger throughout his lifetime. 
 
III.  The original Chinese texts of Chapter 16    (from Wu 129) 
致虛極，守靜篤。 
萬物並作，吾以觀復。 
夫物芸芸，各復歸其根。 
歸根曰靜，是謂復命。復命曰常。 
知常曰明，不知常，妄作凶。 
知常容，容乃公，公乃王，王乃天。 
天乃道，道乃久，沒身不殆。 
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Appendix D: Chapter 28 of Tao Te Ching and three renditions 
 
I.  by Ursula K. Le Guin (38-9) 
Title : Turning back 
Knowing man 
and staying woman,   
Being the world’s riverbed 
of eternal unfaling power 
is to go back again to be newborn. 
 
Knowing light 
and staying dark,   
be a pattern to the world. 
Being the world’s pattern 
of eternal unerring power 
is to go back again to boundlessness. 
 
Knowing glory 
and staying modest, 
be the valley of the world. 
Being the world’s valley 
of eternal inexhaustible power 
is to go back again to the natural. 
 
Natural wood is cut up   
and made into useful things. 
Wise souls are used   
to make into leaders. 
Just so, a great carving 
is done without cutting. 
 
II.  by Wing-Tsit Chan (149, italics original) 
He who knows the male and keeps to the female 
Becomes the ravine of the world. 
Being the racine of the world. 
He will never depart from eternal virtue, 
But returns to the state of infancy. 
He who knows the white and yet keeps to the black Ou  114 
Becomes the model for the world. 
Being the model for the world, 
He will never deviate from eternal virtue, 
But returns to the state of the non-ultimate. 
He who knows glory but keeps to humility 
Becomes the valley of the world. 
Being the valley of the world, 
He will be proficient in eternal virtue,   
And returns to the state of simplicity (uncarved wood). 
When the uncarved wood is broken up, it is turned into 
        concrete thing. 
But when the sage uses it, he becomes the leading official. 
Therefore the great ruler does not cup up. 
 
III.  by LaFarge (36, italics original) 
Be familiar with Masculinity 
But watch over Femininity— 
And become the Valley of the World. 
Being the Valley of the World, 
Invariant Te will not leave you. 
Turn back to being an infant. 
 
Be familiar with what is pure and white 
but watch over what is dark and black－ 
and become the Patter for the World. 
Being the Pattern for the World, 
your invariant Te will be constant. 
Turn back to being limitless. 
 
Be familiar with what is praiseworthy 
but watch over what is disgraceful－ 
and become the Valley of the World. 
Being the Valley of the World, 
your invariant Te will be sufficient. 
Turn back to being an Uncarved Block. 
 
When the Uncarved Block is cut up 
then it becomes a government tool. Ou  115 
When the Wise Person instead uses it 
Then it becomes head of the government. 
 
Yes: 
A great carver does no cutting, 
A great ruler 
Makes no rules. 
 
IV.  The original Chinese text (from Wu 234-35) 
知其雄，守其雌，為天下谿。 
為天下谿，常德不離，復歸於嬰兒。 
知其白，守其黑，為天下式。 
為天下式，常德不忒，復歸於無極。 
知其榮，守其辱，為天下谷。 
為天下谷，常德乃足，復歸於樸。 
樸散則為器。 
聖人用之，則為官長。 
故大制不割。 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 